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  Preface 

    Forty-one years ago as we prepared the first edition of this book, Jim Spradley and I 
sought to make the communication of cultural anthropology more effective for both 
students and instructors. We looked for useful, engaging articles written by anthropolo-
gists for non-anthropologists. We encouraged anthropologists to send us articles that 
fit our design for  Conformity and Conflict . We sought out material that demonstrated 
the nature of culture and its influence on people’s lives. We included more material on 
Western, especially North American, cultures so students could make their own cul-
tural comparisons and see the relation between anthropology and their own lives. We 
chose articles that reflected interesting topics and current issues, but we also looked 
for selections that illustrated important anthropological concepts and theories because 
we believed that anthropology provides a unique and powerful way to look at human 
experience. Finally, we organized the book around traditional topics found in many 
textbooks and courses. 

 The original features of  Conformity and Conflict  remain part of its design today, 
but the book’s content has also altered over the years to reflect changing instructional 
and disciplinary interests and the needs and suggestions provided by students and 
instructors. Part introductions now include discussion of many basic anthropological 
definitions for use by instructors who do not want to assign a standard text but find 
it helpful to provide students with a terminological foundation. Article introductions 
seek to tie selections to anthropological concepts and explanations in a coherent and 
systematic way. Articles and section parts have grown to include environmental, global, 
medical, and practical anthropological sub fields as well as traditional interests such 
as language, gender, kinship, economics, politics, law, and religion.  

 Several student aids are retained in the fourteenth edition. Lists of key terms 
accompany each part introduction. Each article is followed by several review questions. 
Maps locating societies discussed in articles accompany each selection. There is also a 
glossary and subject index at the end of the book.   

  What’s New to This Edition 

 The revision of the fourteenth edition includes a number of changes and updates: 

  •  There are  eight new articles,  and two selections have been brought back from 
previous editions. 

  •  Five articles  found in the thirteenth edition have also been revised and updated. 
 •  Four of the eight new articles have been written especially for the fourteenth edi-

tion making fourteen original articles altogether. 
  •  Part 2, Language and Communication , has been revised to include definitions 

and discussion of two new concepts, metaphor and symbolic framing. It also 

xiii



xiv Preface

includes a new article on the resurrection of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis by 
linguist, Guy Deutscher. 

  •  Part 3, Subsistence and Ecology , contains a new article comparing Eskimo 
hunting knowledge to the structure of scientific inquiry. It also includes an 
article by Jared Diamond on the origin and spread of crowd diseases brought 
back from a previous edition. Richard Reed’s article on Forest Development is 
updated. 

  •  Part 6, Identity, Roles, and Groups , contains two new articles. The first, 
an original selection by Brenda Mann, looks at how the Internet is used by 
employers and job seekers to shape and present work identities. The second, 
by Lila Abu-Lughod urges American women to work for justice in the world, 
not saving Muslim women from wearing the burqa. Dianna Shandy and Karine 
Moe’s article is updated to reflect recent trends in women’s decisions about 
work and family. 

  •  Part 9 ,  Globalization , now includes an original selection by Arjun Guneratne and 
Kate Bjork on tourism from the native viewpoint in Nepal, and another brought 
back from a previous edition by Theodore Bestor about the world impact of sushi. 
Dianna Shandy’s article on refugees has also been updated to reflect the recent 
vote for independence in South Sudan. 

  • Part 10, Culture Change and Applied Anthropology, begins with an article 
on Peace Corps problems in Botswanna by Hoyt Alverson.   This is followed by a 
new original article by medical anthropologist, Ron Barrett, about the nature of 
leprosy and its stigmatization in Banaras (Varanasi) North India, and another 
original article by Rachael Stryker on public interest anthropology at work in a 
study of the health services afforded women inmates in two California Prisons.  

   Support for Instructors and Students

   •              is an interactive and instructive multimedia site designed 
to help students and instructors save time and improve results. It offers access to 
a wealth of resources geared to meet the individual teaching and learning needs 
of every instructor and student. Combining an ebook, video, audio, multimedia 
simulations, research support and assessment, MyAnthroLab engages students 
and gives them the tools they need to enhance their performance in the course. 
Please see your Pearson sales representative or visit www.myanthrolab.com for 
more information.  

  • Instructor’s Manual with Tests (0205064566): For each chapter in the text, this 
valuable resource provides a detailed outline, list of objectives, discussion ques-
tions, and suggested readings. In addition, test questions in multiple-choice, true/
false, fill-in-the-blank, and short answer formats are available for each chapter; 
the answers are page-referenced to the text. For easy access, this manual is avail-
able within the instructor section of MyAnthroLab for Conformity and  Conflict, 
or at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc. 

  • MyTest (020506454X): This computerized software allows instructors to create 
their own personalized exams, edit any or all of the existing test questions, and add 
new questions. Other special features of the program include random  generation 

www.myanthrolab.com
www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
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of test questions, creation of alternate versions of the same test, scrambling ques-
tion sequence, and test preview before printing. For easy access, this software is 
available at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc. 

  • PowerPoint Presentation Slides for Conformity and Conflict (0205064558): 
These PowerPoint slides help instructors convey anthropology principles in a 
clear and engaging way. For easy access, they are available within the instructor 
section of MyAnthroLab for Conformity and Conflict, or at www.pearsonhighered
.com/irc. 

 It has always been my aim to provide a book that meets the needs of students and 
instructors. To help with this goal, I encourage you to send your comments and ideas 
for improving Conformity and Conflict to me at dcmccurdy@comcast.net. Ideas for 
future original selections are also welcome. 

 Many people have made suggestions that guided this revision of Conformity and 
Conflict. I am especially grateful to colleagues Dianna Shandy, Arjun Guneratne, Ron 
Barrett, and Sonia Patten for their advice and help as well as George Gmelch for his 
many suggestions. Thanks also to reviewers of this edition: Jane Park, Seton Hall Uni-
versity; Neill Hadder, The University of Texas—Austin; Autumn Cahoon, California 
State University—Sacramento; Kurt Reymers, Morrisville State College; K. Jill Fleu-
riet, University of Texas—San Antonio; Susan Schalge, Minnesota State University; 
Kristen Kuehnle, Salem State College; Joy Livergood, Columbus State Community 
College; Willem Clements, Arkansas State University. I would also like to thank my ed-
itors Nancy Roberts and Nicole Conforti for their guidance and work on this volume. 

 DWM    

www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
www.pearsonhighered.com/irc


This page intentionally left blank 



     READINGS IN THIS SECTION         

   Ethnography and Culture   6  
     James P. Spradley      

   Eating Christmas in the Kalahari   13  
     Richard Borshay Lee      

   Fieldwork on Prostitution in the Era of AIDS   20  
     Claire E. Sterk      

   Nice Girls Don’t Talk to Rastas   31  
     George Gmelch         

  P A R T  O N E 

  CULTURE 

AND ETHNOGRAPHY           

 

        



2 P A R T  O N E   Culture and Ethnography

 Culture, as its name suggests, lies at the heart of cultural anthropology. And the 
concept of  culture,  along with ethnography, sets anthropology apart from other so-
cial and behavioral sciences. Let us look more closely at these concepts. 

 To understand what anthropologists mean by  culture,  imagine yourself in a for-
eign setting, such as a market town in India, forgetting what you might already know 
about that country. You step off a bus onto a dusty street where you are immediately 
confronted by strange sights, sounds, and smells. Men dress in Western clothes, but 
of a different style. Some women drape themselves in long shawls that entirely cover 
their bodies. They peer at you through a small gap in this garment as they walk by. 
Buildings are one- or two-story affairs, open at the front so you can see inside. Near 
you some people sit on wicker chairs eating strange foods. Most unusual is how peo-
ple talk. They utter vocalizations unlike any you have ever heard, and you wonder 
how they can possibly understand each other. But obviously they do, since their be-
havior seems organized and purposeful. 

 Scenes such as this confronted early explorers, missionaries, and anthropolo-
gists, and from their observations an obvious point emerged. People living in various 
parts of the world looked and behaved in dramatically different ways. And these dif-
ferences correlated with groups. The people of India had customs different from those 
of the Papuans; the British did not act and dress like the Iroquois. 

 Two possible explanations for group differences came to mind. Some argued 
that group behavior was inherited. Dahomeans of the African Gold Coast, for exam-
ple, were characterized as particularly “clever and adaptive” by one British colonial 
official, while, according to the same authority, another African group was “happy-go-
lucky and improvident.” Usually implied in such statements was the idea that group 
members were born that way. Such thinking persists to the present and in its most 
malignant extreme takes the form of racism. 

 But a second explanation also emerged. Perhaps, rather than a product of inher-
itance, the behavior characteristic of a group was learned. The way people dressed, 
what they ate, how they talked—all these could more easily be explained as acquisi-
tions. Thus a baby born on the African Gold Coast would, if immediately transported 
to China and raised like other children there, grow up to dress, eat, and talk like a 
Chinese. Cultural anthropologists focus on the explanation of learned behavior. 

 The idea of learning, and a need to label the lifestyles associated with particular 
groups, led to the definition of culture. In 1871, British anthropologist Sir Edward 
Burnett Tylor argued that “Culture . . . is that complex whole which includes knowl-
edge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired 
by man as a member of society.”  1   The definition we present here places more em-
phasis on the importance of knowledge than does Tylor’s. We will say that  culture 
is the learned and shared knowledge that people use to generate behavior and interpret 
experience.   

 Important to this definition is the idea that culture is a kind of knowledge, not 
behavior. It is in people’s heads. It reflects the mental categories they learn from oth-
ers as they grow up. It helps them  generate  behavior and  interpret  what they experi-
ence. At the moment of birth, we lack a culture. We don’t yet have a system of beliefs, 
knowledge, and patterns of customary behavior. But from that moment until we die, 

 1  Edward Burnett Tylor,  Primitive Culture  (New York: Harper Torchbooks, Harper & Row, 1958; originally 
published by John Murray, London, 1871), p. 1. 



 P A R T  O N E   Culture and Ethnography 3

each of us participates in a kind of universal schooling that teaches us our native cul-
ture. Laughing and smiling are genetic responses, but as infants we soon learn when 
to smile, when to laugh, and even how to laugh. We also inherit the potential to cry, 
but we must learn our cultural rules for when crying is appropriate. 

 As we learn our culture, we acquire a way to interpret experience. For example, 
Americans learn that dogs are like little people in furry suits. Dogs live in our houses, 
eat our food, share our beds. They hold a place in our hearts; their loss causes us to 
grieve. Villagers in India, on the other hand, often view dogs as pests that are useful 
only for hunting (in those few parts of the country where one still can hunt) and as 
watchdogs. Quiet days in Indian villages are often punctuated by the yelp of a dog 
that has been threatened or actually hurt by its master or a bystander. 

 Clearly, it is not the dogs that are different in these two societies. Rather, it is 
the meaning that dogs have for people that varies. And such meaning is cultural; it is 
learned as part of growing up in each group. 

 There are two basic kinds of culture, explicit and tacit.  Explicit culture  is cul-
tural knowledge that people can talk about. As you grow up, for example, you learn 
that there are words for many things you encounter. There are items such as  clothes,  
actions such as  playing,  emotional states such as  sadness,  ways to talk such as  yelling,  
and people such as  mother.  Recognizing that culture may be explicit is important to 
the ethnographic process discussed below. If people have words for cultural catego-
ries, anthropologists can use interviews or observations of people talking to uncover 
them. Because so much culture is explicit, words—both spoken and written—become 
essential to the discovery and understanding of a culture. 

  Tacit culture  is cultural knowledge that people lack words for. For example, as 
we grow up we learn to recognize and use a limited number of sound categories such 
as /d/, /e/, and /f/. Although anthropological linguists have given sound categories a 
name  (phonemes),  nonlinguists lack such a term. Instead, we learn our sound catego-
ries by hearing and replicating them and we use them unconsciously. No parent said, 
“Now let’s work on our phonemes tonight, dear,” to us when we were little. 

 Anthropologist Edward Hall pioneered the study of tacit culture. He noted, for 
example, that middle-class North Americans observe four speaking distances—inti-
mate, personal, social, and public—without naming them. (Hall, not his informants, 
invented the terms above.) Hall also noticed that people from other societies observed 
different tacit speaking distances, so that a Latin American’s closer (than North Amer-
ican) personal speaking distance made North Americans uncomfortable because it 
seemed intimate. Because it is unspoken, tacit culture can be discovered only through 
behavioral observation. 

  Ethnography  is the process of discovering and describing a particular culture. It 
involves anthropologists in an intimate and personal activity as they attempt to learn 
how the members of a particular group see their worlds. 

 But which groups qualify as culture-bearing units? How does the anthropolo-
gist identify the existence of a culture to study? This was not a difficult question 
when anthropology was a new science. As Tylor’s definition notes, culture was the 
whole way of life of a people. To find it, one sought out distinctive ethnic units, such 
as Bhil tribals in India or Apaches in the American Southwest. Anything one learned 
from such people would be part of their culture. 

 But discrete cultures of this sort are becoming more difficult to find. The world 
is increasingly divided into large national societies, each subdivided into a myriad 
of subgroups. Anthropologists are finding it increasingly attractive to study such 
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subgroups, because they form the arena for most of life in complex society. And this is 
where the concept of the microculture enters the scene. 

  Microcultures  are systems of cultural knowledge characteristic of subgroups 
within larger societies. Members of a microculture will usually share much of what 
they know with everyone in the greater society but will possess a special cultural 
knowledge that is unique to the subgroup. For example, a college fraternity has a mi-
croculture within the context of a university and a nation. Its members have special 
daily routines, jokes, and meanings for events. It is this shared knowledge that makes 
up their microculture and that can serve as the basis for ethnographic study. More 
and more, anthropologists are turning to the study of microcultures, using the same 
ethnographic techniques they employ when they investigate the broader culture of an 
ethnic or national group. 

 More than anything else, it is ethnography that is anthropology’s unique contri-
bution to social science. Most scientists, including many who view people in social 
context, approach their research as  detached observers.  As social scientists, they ob-
serve the human subjects of their study, categorize what they see, and generate theory 
to account for their findings. They work from the outside, creating a system of knowl-
edge to account for other people’s behavior. Although this is a legitimate and often 
useful way to conduct research, it is not the main task of ethnography. 

 Ethnographers seek out the insider’s viewpoint. Because culture is the knowl-
edge people use to generate behavior and interpret experience, the ethnographer 
seeks to understand group members’ behavior from the inside, or cultural, perspec-
tive. Instead of looking for a  subject  to observe, ethnographers look for an  informant  
to teach them the culture. Just as children learn their native culture from parents 
and other people in their social environment, ethnographers learn another culture by 
inferring folk categories from the observation of behavior and by asking informants 
what things mean. 

 Anthropologists employ many strategies during field research to understand 
another culture better. But all strategies and all research ultimately rest on the co-
operation of informants. An informant is neither a subject in a scientific experi-
ment nor a  respondent  who answers the investigator’s questions. An informant is 
a teacher who has a special kind of pupil: a professional anthropologist. In this 
unique relationship a transformation occurs in the anthropologist’s understanding 
of an alien culture. It is the informant who transforms the anthropologist from a 
tourist into an ethnographer. The informant may be a child who explains how to 
play hopscotch, a cocktail waitress who teaches the anthropologist to serve drinks 
and to encourage customers to leave tips, an elderly man who teaches the anthro-
pologist to build an igloo, or a grandmother who explains the intricacies of Zapotec 
kinship. Almost any individual who has acquired a repertoire of cultural behavior 
can become an informant. 

 Ethnography is not as easy to do as we might think. For one thing, North Ameri-
cans are not taught to be good listeners. We prefer to observe and draw our own 
conclusions. We like a sense of control in social contexts; passive listening is a sign of 
weakness in our culture. But listening and learning from others is at the heart of eth-
nography, and we must put aside our discomfort with the student role. 

 It is also not easy for informants to teach us about their cultures. Culture often 
lies below a conscious level. A major ethnographic task is to help informants remem-
ber their culture. 

 Naive realism may also impede ethnography.  Naive realism  is the belief that 
people everywhere see the world in the same way. It may, for example, lead the 



unwary ethnographer to assume that beauty is the same for all people everywhere or, 
to use our previous example, that dogs should mean the same thing in India as they 
do in the United States. If an ethnographer fails to control his or her own naive real-
ism, inside cultural meanings will surely be overlooked. 

 Culture shock and ethnocentrism may also stand in the way of ethnographers. 
 Culture shock  is a state of anxiety that results from cross-cultural misunderstanding. 
Immersed alone in another society, the ethnographer understands few of the cultur-
ally defined rules for behavior and interpretation used by his or her hosts. The result 
is anxiety about proper action and an inability to interact appropriately in the new 
context. 

 Ethnocentrism can be just as much of a liability.  Ethnocentrism  is the belief 
and feeling that one’s own culture is best. It reflects our tendency to judge other peo-
ple’s beliefs and behavior using values of our own native culture. Thus if we come 
from a society that abhors painful treatment of animals, we are likely to react with 
anger when an Indian villager hits a dog with a rock. Our feeling is ethnocentric. 

 It is impossible to rid ourselves entirely of the cultural values that make us eth-
nocentric when we do ethnography. But it is important to control our ethnocentric 
feeling in the field if we are to learn from informants. Informants resent negative 
judgment. 

 Finally, the role assigned to ethnographers by informants affects the quality of 
what can be learned. Ethnography is a personal enterprise, as all the articles in this 
section illustrate. Unlike survey research using questionnaires or short interviews, 
ethnography requires prolonged social contact. Informants will assign the ethnogra-
pher some kind of role and what that turns out to be will affect research. 

 The selections in Part One illustrate several points about culture and ethnogra-
phy. The first piece, by the late James Spradley, takes a close look at the concept of 
culture and its role in ethnographic research. The second, by Richard Lee, illustrates 
how a simple act of giving can have a dramatically different cultural meaning in two 
societies, leading to cross-cultural misunderstanding. In the third selection, Claire 
Sterk describes how she conducted ethnographic field research under difficult cir-
cumstances. She sought to learn the culture of prostitutes working in New York City 
and Atlanta as part of a broader research interest in the spread and control of AIDS. 
The fourth article, by George Gmelch, explores how naive realism nearly ended a 
student’s field research in Barbados. 

  Key Terms  
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 Ethnography and Culture 
      James P. Spradley

       Most Americans associate science with detached observation; we learn to observe what-
ever we wish to understand, introduce our own classification of what is going on, and ex-
plain what we see in our own terms. In this selection, James Spradley argues that cultural 
anthropologists work differently. Ethnography is the work of discovering and describing a 
particular culture; culture is the learned, shared knowledge that people use to generate be-
havior and interpret experience. To get at culture, ethnographers must learn the meanings 
of action and experience from the insider’s or informant’s point of view. Many of the exam-
ples used by Spradley also show the relevance of anthropology to the study of culture in the 
United States.* 

        Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com             

 Ethnographic fieldwork is the hallmark of cultural anthropology. Whether in a jun-
gle village in Peru or on the streets of New York, the anthropologist goes to where peo-
ple live and “does fieldwork.” This means participating in activities, asking questions, 

 *  “Ethnography and Culture” from  Participant Observation  by James P. Spradley. Copyright © 1980 by Holt, Rinehart, 
and Winston, Inc. Reprinted by permission of Barbara Spradley. 
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eating strange foods, learning a new language, watching ceremonies, taking field 
notes, washing clothes, writing letters home, tracing out genealogies, observing 
play, interviewing informants, and hundreds of other things. This vast range of ac-
tivities often obscures the nature of the most fundamental task of all fieldwork: doing 
ethnography. 

 Ethnography is the work of describing a culture. The central aim of ethnography is 
to understand another way of life from the native point of view. The goal of ethnography, 
as Malinowski put it, is “to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realize 
 his  vision of  his  world.”  1   Fieldwork, then, involves the disciplined study of what the world 
is like to people who have learned to see, hear, speak, think, and act in ways that are dif-
ferent. Rather than  studying people,  ethnography means  learning from people.  Consider 
the following illustration.  

 George Hicks set out, in 1965, to learn about another way of life, that of the moun-
tain people in an Appalachian valley.  2   His goal was to discover their culture, to learn to 
see the world from their perspective. With his family he moved into Little Laurel Valley, 
his daughter attended the local school, and his wife became one of the local Girl Scout 
leaders. Hicks soon discovered that stores and storekeepers were at the center of the val-
ley’s communication system, providing the most important social arena for the entire 
valley. He learned this by watching what other people did, by following their example, 
and slowly becoming part of the groups that congregated daily in the stores. He writes:  

  At least once each day I would visit several stores in the valley, and sit in on the groups 
of gossiping men or, if the storekeeper happened to be alone, perhaps attempt to clear up 
puzzling points about kinship obligations. I found these hours, particularly those spent 
in the presence of the two or three excellent storytellers in the Little Laurel, thoroughly 
enjoyable. . . . At other times, I helped a number of local men gather corn or hay, build 
sheds, cut trees, pull and pack galax, and search for rich stands of huckleberries. When 
I needed aid in, for example, repairing frozen water pipes, it was readily and cheerfully 
provided.  3     

 In order to discover the hidden principles of another way of life, the researcher 
must become a  student.  Storekeepers and storytellers and local farmers become  teach-
ers.  Instead of studying the “climate,” the “flora,” and the “fauna” that made up the 
environment of this Appalachian valley, Hicks tried to discover how these mountain 
people defined and evaluated trees and galax and huckleberries. He did not attempt to 
describe social life in terms of what most Americans know about “marriage,” “family,” 
and “friendship”; instead he sought to discover how these mountain people identified 
relatives and friends. He tried to learn the obligations they felt toward kinsmen and 
discover how they felt about friends. Discovering the  insider’s view  is a different spe-
cies of knowledge from one that rests mainly on the outsider’s view, even when the 
outsider is a trained social scientist. 

 Consider another example, this time from the perspective of a non- Western eth-
nographer. Imagine an Inuit woman setting out to learn the culture of Macalester Col-
lege. What would she, so well schooled in the rich heritage of Inuit culture, have to do 

 1  Bronislaw Malinowski,  Argonauts of the Western Pacific  (London: Routledge, 1922), p. 22. 

 2  George Hicks,  Appalachian Valley  (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1976). 

 3  Hicks, p. 3. 
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in order to understand the culture of Macalester College students, faculty, and staff? 
How would she discover the patterns that made up their lives? How would she avoid 
imposing Inuit ideas, categories, and values on everything she saw? 

 First, and perhaps most difficult, she would have to set aside her belief in  naive 
realism,  the almost universal belief that all people define the  real  world of objects, 
events, and living creatures in pretty much the same way. Human languages may 
differ from one society to the next, but behind the strange words and sentences, all 
people are talking about the same things. The naive realist assumes that love, snow, 
marriage, worship, animals, death, food, and hundreds of other things have essen-
tially the same meaning to all human beings. Although few of us would admit to such 
ethnocentrism, the assumption may unconsciously influence our research. Ethnog-
raphy starts with a conscious attitude of almost complete ignorance: “I don’t know 
how the people at Macalester College understand their world. That remains to be 
discovered.” 

 This Inuit woman would have to begin by learning the language spoken by stu-
dents, faculty, and staff. She could stroll the campus paths, sit in classes, and attend 
special events, but only if she consciously tried to see things from the native point of 
view would she grasp their perspective. She would need to observe and listen to first-
year students during their week-long orientation program. She would have to stand 
in line during registration, listen to students discuss the classes they hoped to get, and 
visit departments to watch faculty advising students on course selection. She would 
want to observe secretaries typing, janitors sweeping, and maintenance personnel 
plowing snow from walks. She would watch the more than 1,600 students crowd into 
the post office area to open their tiny mailboxes, and she would listen to their com-
ments about junk mail and letters from home or no mail at all. She would attend fac-
ulty meetings to watch what went on, recording what professors and administrators 
said and how they behaved. She would sample various courses, attend “keggers” on 
weekends, read the  Mac Weekly,  and listen by the hour to students discussing things 
like their “relationships,” the “football team,” and “work study.” She would want to 
learn the  meanings  of all these things. She would have to listen to the members of this 
college community, watch what they did, and participate in their activities to learn 
such meanings. 

 The essential core of ethnography is this concern with the meaning of actions 
and events to the people we seek to understand. Some of these meanings are directly 
expressed in language; many are taken for granted and communicated only indirectly 
through word and action. But in every society people make constant use of these com-
plex meaning systems to organize their behavior, to understand themselves and oth-
ers, and to make sense out of the world in which they live. These systems of meaning 
constitute their culture; ethnography always implies a theory of culture. 

  Culture 

 When ethnographers study other cultures, they must deal with three fundamental 
aspects of human experience: what people do, what people know, and the things peo-
ple make and use. When each of these is learned and shared by members of some 
group, we speak of them as  cultural behavior, cultural knowledge,  and  cultural arti-
facts.  Whenever you do ethnographic fieldwork, you will want to distinguish among 
these three, although in most situations they are usually mixed together. Let’s try to 
unravel them. 



 C H A P T E R  1   Ethnography and Culture 9

 Recently I took a commuter train from a western suburb to downtown 
Chicago. It was late in the day, and when I boarded the train, only a handful of 
people were scattered about the car. Each was engaged in a common form of 
 cultural behavior: reading.  Across the aisle a man held the  Chicago Tribune  out in 
front of him, looking intently at the small print and every now and then turning 
the pages noisily. In front of him a young woman held a paperback book about 
twelve inches from her face. I could see her head shift slightly as her eyes moved 
from the bottom of one page to the top of the next. Near the front of the car a 
student was reading a large textbook and using a pen to underline words and 
sentences. Directly in front of me I noticed a man looking at the ticket he had 
purchased and reading it. It took me an instant to survey this scene, and then 
I settled back, looked out the window, and read a billboard advertisement for a 
plumbing service proclaiming it would open any plugged drains. All of us were 
engaged in the same kind of cultural behavior: reading. 

 This common activity depended on a great many  cultural artifacts,  the things 
people shape or make from natural resources. I could see artifacts like books and 
tickets and newspapers and billboards, all of which contained tiny black marks 
arranged into intricate patterns called “letters.” And these tiny artifacts were ar-
ranged into larger patterns of words, sentences, and paragraphs. Those of us on 
that commuter train could read, in part, because of still other artifacts: the bark 
of trees made into paper; steel made into printing presses; dyes of various colors 
made into ink; glue used to hold book pages together; large wooden frames to hold 
billboards. If an ethnographer wanted to understand the full cultural meaning 
in our society, it would involve a careful study of these and many other cultural 
artifacts. 

 Although we can easily see behavior and artifacts, they represent only the thin 
surface of a deep lake. Beneath the surface, hidden from view, lies a vast reservoir 
of  cultural knowledge.  Think for a moment what the people on that train needed to 
know in order to read. First, they had to know the grammatical rules for at least 
one language. Then they had to learn what the little marks on paper represented. 
They also had to know the meaning of space and lines and pages. They had learned 
cultural rules like “move your eyes from left to right, from the top of the page to 
the bottom.” They had to know that a sentence at the bottom of a page continues 
on the top of the next page. The man reading a newspaper had to know a great deal 
about columns and the spaces between columns and what headlines mean. All of 
us needed to know what kinds of messages were intended by whoever wrote what 
we read. If a person cannot distinguish the importance of a message on a billboard 
from one that comes in a letter from a spouse or child, problems would develop. 
I knew how to recognize when other people were reading. We all knew it was impo-
lite to read aloud on a train. We all knew how to feel when reading things like jokes 
or calamitous news in the paper. Our culture has a large body of shared knowledge 
that people learn and use to engage in this behavior called  reading  and make proper 
use of the artifacts connected with it. 

 Although cultural knowledge is hidden from view, it is of fundamental impor-
tance because we all use it constantly to generate behavior and interpret our expe-
rience. Cultural knowledge is so important that I will frequently use the broader 
term  culture  when speaking about it. Indeed, I will define culture as  the acquired 
knowledge people use to interpret experience and generate behavior.  Let’s consider 
another example to see how people use their culture to interpret experience and 
do things. 
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 One afternoon in 1973 I came across the following news item in the   Minneapolis 
Tribune:  

  Crowd Mistakes Rescue Attempt, Attacks Police 
  Nov. 23, 1973. Hartford, Connecticut.  Three policemen giving a heart massage and oxygen 
to a heart attack victim Friday were attacked by a crowd of 75 to 100 persons who appar-
ently did not realize what the policemen were doing. 

 Other policemen fended off the crowd of mostly Spanish-speaking residents until 
an ambulance arrived. Police said they tried to explain to the crowd what they were do-
ing, but the crowd apparently thought they were beating the woman. 

 Despite the policemen’s efforts the victim, Evangelica Echevacria, 59, died.  

 Here we see people using their culture. Members of two different groups ob-
served the same event, but their  interpretations  were drastically different. The crowd 
used their cultural knowledge (a) to interpret the behavior of the policemen as cruel 
and (b) to act on the woman’s behalf to put a stop to what they perceived as brutality. 
They had acquired the cultural principles for acting and interpreting things in this 
way through a particular shared experience. 

 The policemen, on the other hand, used their cultural knowledge (a) to interpret 
the woman’s condition as heart failure and their own behavior as a life-saving effort 
and (b) to give her cardiac massage and oxygen. They used artifacts like an oxygen 
mask and an ambulance. Furthermore, they interpreted the actions of the crowd in 
an entirely different manner from how the crowd saw their own behavior. The two 
groups of people each had elaborate cultural rules for interpreting their experience 
and for acting in emergency situations, and the conflict arose, at least in part, because 
these cultural rules were so different. 

 We can now diagram this definition of culture and see more clearly the rela-
tionships among knowledge, behavior, and artifacts ( Figure 1     ). By identifying cultural 
knowledge as fundamental, we have merely shifted the emphasis from behavior and 
artifacts to their  meaning.  The ethnographer observes behavior but goes beyond it to 
inquire about the meaning of that behavior. The ethnographer sees artifacts and natu-
ral objects but goes beyond them to discover what meanings people assign to these 
objects. The ethnographer observes and records emotional states but goes beyond 
them to discover the meaning of fear, anxiety, anger, and other feelings.  

 As represented in Figure 1, cultural knowledge exists at two levels of conscious-
ness.  Explicit culture  makes up part of what we know, a level of knowledge people 
can communicate about with relative ease. When George Hicks asked storekeepers 
and others in Little Laurel Valley about their relatives, he discovered that any adult 
over fifty could tell him the genealogical connections among large numbers of peo-
ple. They knew how to trace kin relationships and the cultural rules for appropriate 
behavior among kins. All of us have acquired large areas of cultural knowledge such 
as this, which we can talk about and make explicit. 

 At the same time, a large portion of our cultural knowledge remains  tacit,  out-
side our awareness. Edward Hall has done much to elucidate the nature of tacit 
cultural knowledge in his books  The Silent Language  and  The Hidden Dimension.   4   
The way each culture defines space often occurs at the level of tacit knowledge. Hall 
points out that all of us have acquired thousands of spatial cues about how close to 

 4  Edward T. Hall,  The Silent Language  (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1959);  The Hidden Dimension  
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966). 
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stand to others, how to arrange furniture, when to touch others, and when to feel 
cramped inside a room. Without realizing that our tacit culture is operating, we be-
gin to feel uneasy when someone from another culture stands too close, breathes on 
us when talking, touches us, or when we find furniture arranged in the center of the 
room rather than around the edges. Ethnography is the study of both explicit and 
tacit cultural knowledge. . . .  

 The concept of culture as acquired knowledge has much in common with sym-
bolic interactionism, a theory that seeks to explain human behavior in terms of mean-
ings. Symbolic interactionism has its roots in the work of sociologists like Cooley, 
Mead, and Thomas. Blumer has identified three premises on which this theory rests. 

 The first premise is that “human beings act toward things on the basis of the 
meanings that the things have for them.”  5   The policemen and the crowd in our ear-
lier example interacted on the basis of the meanings things had for them. The geo-
graphic location, the types of people, the police car, the policemen’s movements, the 
sick woman’s behavior, and the activities of the onlookers—all were  symbols  with spe-
cial meanings. People did not act toward the things themselves, but to their meanings.  

 The second premise underlying symbolic interactionism is that the “meaning 
of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction that one has 
with one’s fellows.”  6   Culture, as a shared system of meanings, is learned, revised, 
maintained, and defined in the context of people interacting. The crowd came to 
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 5  Herbert Blumer,  Symbolic Interactionism  (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1969), p. 2. 

 6  Blumer, p. 2. 
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share their definitions of police behavior through interacting with one another and 
through past associations with the police. The police officers acquired the cultural 
meanings they used through interacting with other officers and members of the 
community. The culture of each group was inextricably bound up with the social life 
of their particular communities.  

 The third premise of symbolic interactionism is that “meanings are handled in, 
and modified through, an interpretive process used by the person dealing with the 
things he encounters.”  7   Neither the crowd nor the policemen were automatons, driven 
by their culture to act in the way they did. Rather, they used their cultural knowledge 
to interpret and evaluate the situation. At any moment, a member of the crowd might 
have interpreted the behavior of the policemen in a slightly different way, leading to a 
different reaction.  

 We may see this interpretive aspect more clearly if we think of culture as a cogni-
tive map. In the recurrent activities that make up everyday life, we refer to this map. 
It serves as a guide for acting and for interpreting our experience; it does not compel 
us to follow a particular course. Like this brief drama between the policemen, a dy-
ing woman, and the crowd, much of life is a series of unanticipated social occasions. 
Although our culture may not include a detailed map for such occasions, it does pro-
vide principles for interpreting and responding to them. Rather than a rigid map that 
people must follow, culture is best thought of as 

  a set of principles for creating dramas, for writing script, and of course, for recruiting 
players and audiences. . . . Culture is not simply a cognitive map that people acquire, 
in whole or in part, more or less accurately, and then learn to read. People are not just 
map-readers; they are map-makers. People are cast out into imperfectly charted, continu-
ally revised sketch maps. Culture does not provide a cognitive map, but rather a set of 
principles for map making and navigation. Different cultures are like different schools of 
navigation to cope with different terrains and seas.  8     

 If we take  meaning  seriously, as symbolic interactionists argue we must, it be-
comes necessary to study meaning carefully. We need a theory of meaning and a spe-
cific methodology designed for the investigation of it.   

     Study and Review on myanthrolab.com             

  Review Questions 

    1.   What is the definition of  culture?  How is this definition related to the way an-
thropologists do ethnographic fieldwork?   

    2.   What is the relationship among cultural behavior, cultural artifacts, and cultural 
knowledge?   

    3.   What is the difference between tacit and explicit culture? How can anthropolo-
gists discover these two kinds of culture?   

    4.   What are some examples of naive realism in the way Americans think about peo-
ple in other societies?      

 7  Blumer, p. 2. 

 8  Charles O. Frake, “Plying Frames Can Be Dangerous: Some Reflections on Methodology in Cognitive 
Anthropology,”  Quarterly Newsletter of the Institute for Comparative Human Development  3 (1977): 6–7. 
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  Eating Christmas 
in the Kalahari 
      Richard Borshay Lee

     What happens when an anthropologist living among the !Kung of Africa decides to be gen-
erous and to share a large animal with everyone at Christmastime? This compelling ac-
count of the misunderstanding and confusion that resulted takes the reader deeper into the 
nature of culture. Richard Lee carefully traces how the !Kung perceived his generosity and 
taught the anthropologist something about his own culture.  *   

     Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com               

  The !Kung Bushmen’s knowledge of Christmas is thirdhand. The London Missionary 
Society brought the holiday to the southern Tswana tribes in the early nineteenth cen-
tury. Later, native catechists spread the idea far and wide among the Bantu-speaking pas-
toralists, even in the remotest corners of the Kalahari Desert. The Bushmen’s idea of 
the Christmas story, stripped to its essentials, is “praise the birth of white man’s god-
chief”; what keeps their interest in the holiday high is the Tswana-Herero custom of 
slaughtering an ox for his Bushmen neighbors as an annual goodwill gesture. Since 
the 1930s, part of the Bushmen’s annual round of activities has included a December 

 *  From Richard Borshay Lee, “Eating Christmas in the Kalahari,”  Natural History , December 1969, pp. 14–22, 60–64. 
Reprinted from  Natural History  December 1969; copyright © Natural History Magazine, Inc., 1969. 
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congregation at the cattle posts for trading, marriage brokering, and several days of 
trance dance feasting at which the local Tswana headman is host. 

 As a social anthropologist working with !Kung Bushmen, I found that the 
Christmas ox custom suited my purposes. I had come to the Kalahari to study the 
hunting and gathering subsistence economy of the !Kung, and to accomplish this 
it was essential not to provide them with food, share my own food, or interfere in 
any way with their food-gathering activities. While liberal handouts of tobacco and 
medical supplies were appreciated, they were scarcely adequate to erase the glar-
ing disparity in wealth between the anthropologist, who maintained a two-month 
inventory of canned goods, and the Bushmen, who rarely had a day’s supply of food 
on hand. My approach, while paying off in terms of data, left me open to frequent 
accusations of stinginess and hardheartedness. By their lights, I was a miser. 

 The Christmas ox was to be my way of saying thank you for the cooperation of 
the past year; and since it was to be our last Christmas in the field, I was determined 
to slaughter the largest, meatiest ox that money could buy, insuring that the feast and 
trance dance would be a success. 

 Through December I kept my eyes open at the wells as the cattle were brought 
down for watering. Several animals were offered, but none had quite the grossness 
that I had in mind. Then, ten days before the holiday, a Herero friend led an ox of 
astonishing size and mass up to our camp. It was solid black, stood five feet high 
at the shoulder, had a five-foot span of horns, and must have weighed 1,200 pounds 
on the hoof. Food consumption calculations are my specialty, and I quickly figured 
that bones and viscera aside, there was enough meat—at least four pounds—for every 
man, woman, and child of the 150 Bushmen in the vicinity of /ai/ai who were ex-
pected at the feast. 

 Having found the right animal at last, I paid the Herero £20 ($56) and asked him 
to keep the beast with his herd until Christmas day. The next morning word spread 
among the people that the big solid black one was the ox chosen by /ontah (my Bush-
man name; it means, roughly, “whitey”) for the Christmas feast. That afternoon I re-
ceived the first delegation. Ben!a, an outspoken sixty-year-old mother of five, came to 
the point slowly. 

 “Where were you planning to eat Christmas?” 
 “Right here at /ai/ai,” I replied. 
 “Alone or with others?” 
 “I expect to invite all the people to eat Christmas with me.” 
 “Eat what?” 
 “I have purchased Yehave’s black ox, and I am going to slaughter and cook it.” 
 “That’s what we were told at the well but refused to believe it until we heard it 

from yourself.” 
 “Well, it’s the black one,” I replied expansively, although wondering what she was 

driving at. 
 “Oh, no!” Ben!a groaned, turning to her group. “They were right.” Turning back 

to me she asked, “Do you expect us to eat that bag of bones?” 
 “Bag of bones! It’s the biggest ox at /ai/ai.” 
 “Big, yes, but old. And thin. Everybody knows there’s no meat on that old ox. 

What did you expect us to eat off it, the horns?” 
 Everybody chuckled at Ben!a’s one-liner as they walked away, but all I could 

manage was a weak grin. 
 That evening it was the turn of the young men. They came to sit at our evening 

fire. /gaugo, about my age, spoke to me man-to-man. 
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 “/ontah, you have always been square with us,” he lied. “What has happened to 
change your heart? That sack of guts and bones of Yehave’s will hardly feed one camp, 
let alone all the Bushmen around /ai/ai.” And he proceeded to enumerate the seven 
camps in the /ai/ai vicinity, family by family. “Perhaps you have forgotten that we are 
not few, but many. Or are you too blind to tell the difference between a proper cow 
and an old wreck? That ox is thin to the point of death.” 

 “Look, you guys,” I retorted, “that is a beautiful animal, and I’m sure you will eat 
it with pleasure at Christmas.” 

 “Of course we will eat it; it’s food. But it won’t fill us up to the point where we 
will have enough strength to dance. We will eat and go home to bed with stomachs 
rumbling.” 

 That night as we turned in, I asked my wife, Nancy, “What did you think of the 
black ox?” 

 “It looked enormous to me. Why?” 
 “Well, about eight different people have told me I got gypped; that the ox is noth-

ing but bones.” 
 “What’s the angle?” Nancy asked. “Did they have a better one to sell?” 
 “No, they just said that it was going to be a grim Christmas because there won’t 

be enough meat to go around. Maybe I’ll get an independent judge to look at the beast 
in the morning.” 

 Bright and early, Halingisi, a Tswana cattle owner, appeared at our camp. But 
before I could ask him to give me his opinion on Yehave’s black ox, he gave me the eye 
signal that indicated a confidential chat. We left the camp and sat down. 

 “/ontah, I’m surprised at you; you’ve lived here for three years and still haven’t 
learned anything about cattle.” 

 “But what else can a person do but choose the biggest, strongest animal one can 
find?” I retorted. 

 “Look, just because an animal is big doesn’t mean that it has plenty of meat on 
it. The black one was a beauty when it was younger, but now it is thin to the point of 
death.” 

 “Well, I’ve already bought it. What can I do at this stage?” 
 “Bought it already? I thought you were just considering it. Well, you’ll have to 

kill it and serve it, I suppose. But don’t expect much of a dance to follow.” 
 My spirits dropped rapidly. I could believe that Ben!a and /gaugo just might 

be putting me on about the black ox, but Halingisi seemed to be an impartial critic. 
I went around that day feeling as though I had bought a lemon of a used car. 

 In the afternoon it was Tomazo’s turn. Tomazo is a fine hunter, a top trance per-
former . . . and one of my most reliable informants. He approached the subject of the 
Christmas cow as part of my continuing Bushman education. 

 “My friend, the way it is with us Bushmen,” he began, “is that we love meat. And 
even more than that, we love fat. When we hunt we always search for the fat ones, the 
ones dripping with layers of white fat: fat that turns into a clear, thick oil in the cook-
ing pot, fat that slides down your gullet, fills your stomach and gives you a roaring 
diarrhea,” he rhapsodized. 

 “So, feeling as we do,” he continued, “it gives us pain to be served such a scrawny 
thing as Yehave’s black ox. It is big, yes, and no doubt its giant bones are good for 
soup, but fat is what we really crave, and so we will eat Christmas this year with a 
heavy heart.” 

 The prospect of a gloomy Christmas now had me worried, so I asked Tomazo 
what I could do about it. 
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 “Look for a fat one, a young one . . . smaller, but fat. Fat enough to make us 
//gom (evacuate the bowels), then we will be happy.” 

 My suspicions were aroused when Tomazo said that he happened to know a 
young, fat, barren cow that the owner was willing to part with. Was Tomazo work-
ing on commission, I wondered? But I dispelled this unworthy thought when we ap-
proached the Herero owner of the cow in question and found that he had decided not 
to sell. 

 The scrawny wreck of a Christmas ox now became the talk of the /ai/ai water 
hole and was the first news told to the outlying groups as they began to come in from 
the bush for the feast. What finally convinced me that real trouble might be brew-
ing was the visit from u!au, an old conservative with a reputation for fierceness. His 
nickname meant spear and referred to an incident thirty years ago in which he had 
speared a man to death. He had an intense manner; fixing me with his eyes, he said in 
clipped tones: 

 “I have only just heard about the black ox today, or else I would have come 
here earlier. /ontah, do you honestly think you can serve meat like that to people 
and avoid a fight?” He paused, letting the implications sink in. “I don’t mean fight 
you, /ontah; you are a white man. I mean a fight between Bushmen. There are 
many fierce ones here, and with such a small quantity of meat to distribute, how 
can you give everybody a fair share? Someone is sure to accuse another of taking 
too much or hogging all the choice pieces. Then you will see what happens when 
some go hungry while others eat.” 

 The possibility of at least a serious argument struck me as all too real. I had wit-
nessed the tension that surrounds the distribution of meat from a kudu or gemsbok 
kill, and had documented many arguments that sprang up from a real or imagined 
slight in meat distribution. The owners of a kill may spend up to two hours arranging 
and rearranging the piles of meat under the gaze of a circle of recipients before hand-
ing them out. And I knew that the Christmas feast at /ai/ai would be bringing together 
groups that had feuded in the past. 

 Convinced now of the gravity of the situation, I went in earnest to search for a 
second cow; but all my inquiries failed to turn one up. 

 The Christmas feast was evidently going to be a disaster, and the incessant com-
plaints about the meagerness of the ox had already taken the fun out of it for me. 
Moreover, I was getting bored with the wisecracks, and after losing my temper a few 
times, I resolved to serve the beast anyway. If the meat fell short, the hell with it. In 
the Bushmen idiom, I announced to all who would listen: 

 “I am a poor man and blind. If I have chosen one that is too old and too thin, we 
will eat it anyway and see if there is enough meat there to quiet the rumbling of our 
stomachs.” 

 On hearing this speech, Ben!a offered me a rare word of comfort. “It’s thin,” she 
said philosophically, “but the bones will make a good soup.” 

 At dawn Christmas morning, instinct told me to turn over the butchering and 
cooking to a friend and take off with Nancy to spend Christmas alone in the bush. But 
curiosity kept me from retreating. I wanted to see what such a scrawny ox looked like 
on butchering, and if there  was  going to be a fight, I wanted to catch every word of it. 
Anthropologists are incurable that way. 

 The great beast was driven up to our dancing ground, and a shot in the forehead 
dropped it in its tracks. Then, freshly cut branches were heaped around the fallen car-
cass to receive the meat. Ten men volunteered to help with the cutting. I asked /gaugo 
to make the breast bone cut. This cut, which begins the butchering process for most 
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large game, offers easy access for removal of the viscera. But it also allows the hunter 
to spot-check the amount of fat on an animal. A fat game animal carries a white layer 
up to an inch thick on the chest, while in a thin one, the knife will quickly cut to bone. 
All eyes fixed on his hand as /gaugo, dwarfed by the great carcass, knelt to the breast. 
The first cut opened a pool of solid white in the black skin. The second and third cut 
widened and deepened the creamy white. Still no bone. It was pure fat; it must have 
been two inches thick. 

 “Hey /gau,” I burst out, “that ox is loaded with fat. What’s this about the ox being 
too thin to bother eating? Are you out of your mind?” 

 “Fat?” /gau shot back. “You call that fat? This wreck is thin, sick, dead!” And he 
broke out laughing. So did everyone else. They rolled on the ground, paralyzed with 
laughter. Everybody laughed except me; I was thinking. 

 I ran back to the tent and burst in just as Nancy was getting up. “Hey, the black 
ox. It’s fat as hell! They were kidding about it being too thin to eat. It was a joke or 
something. A put-on. Everyone is really delighted with it.” 

 “Some joke,” my wife replied. “It was so funny that you were ready to pack up 
and leave /ai/ai.” 

 If it had indeed been a joke, it had been an extraordinarily convincing one, and 
tinged, I thought, with more than a touch of malice, as many jokes are. Nevertheless, 
that it was a joke lifted my spirits considerably, and I returned to the butchering site 
where the shape of the ox was rapidly disappearing under the axes and knives of the 
butchers. The atmosphere had become festive. Grinning broadly, their arms covered 
with blood well past the elbow, men packed chunks of meat into the big cast-iron 
cooking pots, fifty pounds to the load, and muttered and chuckled all the while about 
the thinness and worthlessness of the animal and /ontah’s poor judgment. 

 We danced and ate that ox two days and two nights; we cooked and distributed 
fourteen potfuls of meat and no one went home hungry and no fights broke out. 

 But the “joke” stayed in my mind. I had a growing feeling that something im-
portant had happened in my relationship with the Bushmen and that the clue lay in 
the meaning of the joke. Several days later, when most of the people had dispersed 
back to the bush camps, I raised the question with Hakekgose, a Tswana man who 
had grown up among the !Kung, married a !Kung girl, and who probably knew their 
culture better than any other non-Bushman. 

 “With us whites,” I began, “Christmas is supposed to be the day of friendship 
and brotherly love. What I can’t figure out is why the Bushmen went to such lengths 
to criticize and belittle the ox I had bought for the feast. The animal was perfectly 
good and their jokes and wisecracks practically ruined the holiday for me.” 

 “So it really did bother you,” said Hakekgose. “Well, that’s the way they always 
talk. When I take my rifle and go hunting with them, if I miss, they laugh at me for 
the rest of the day. But even if I hit and bring one down, it’s no better. To them, the kill 
is always too small or too old or too thin; and as we sit down on the kill site to cook 
and eat the liver, they keep grumbling, even with their mouths full of meat. They say 
things like, ‘Oh, this is awful! What a worthless animal! Whatever made me think that 
this Tswana rascal could hunt!’ ” 

 “Is this the way outsiders are treated?” I asked. 
 “No, it is their custom; they talk that way to each other, too. Go and ask them.” 
 /gaugo had been one of the most enthusiastic in making me feel bad about the 

merit of the Christmas ox. I sought him out first. 
 “Why did you tell me the black ox was worthless, when you could see that it was 

loaded with fat and meat?” 
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 “It is our way,” he said, smiling. “We always like to fool people about that. Say 
there is a Bushman who has been hunting. He must not come home and announce 
like a braggart, ‘I have killed a big one in the bush!’ He must first sit down in silence 
until I or someone else comes up to his fire and asks, ‘What did you see today?’ He 
replies quietly, ‘Ah, I’m no good for hunting. I saw nothing at all [pause] just a little 
tiny one.’ Then I smile to myself,” /gaugo continued, “because I know he has killed 
something big. 

 “In the morning we make up a party of four or five people to cut up and carry the 
meat back to the camp. When we arrive at the kill we examine it and cry out, ‘You mean 
to say you have dragged us all the way out here in order to make us cart home your pile 
of bones? Oh, if I had known it was this thin I wouldn’t have come.’ Another one pipes 
up, ‘People, to think I gave up a nice day in the shade for this. At home we may be hun-
gry, but at least we have nice cool water to drink.’ If the horns are big, someone says, 
‘Did you think that somehow you were going to boil down the horns for soup?’ 

 “To all this you must respond in kind. ‘I agree,’ you say, ‘this one is not worth the 
effort; let’s just cook the liver for strength and leave the rest for the hyenas. It is not 
too late to hunt today and even a duiker or a steenbok would be better than this mess.’ 

 “Then you set to work nevertheless; butcher the animal, carry the meat back to 
the camp and everyone eats,” /gaugo concluded. 

 Things were beginning to make sense. Next, I went to Tomazo. He corroborated 
/gaugo’s story of the obligatory insults over a kill and added a few details of his own. 

 “But,” I asked, “why insult a man after he has gone to all that trouble to track 
and kill an animal and when he is going to share the meat with you so that your chil-
dren will have something to eat?” 

 “Arrogance,” was his cryptic answer. 
 “Arrogance?” 
 “Yes, when a young man kills much meat he comes to think of himself as a chief 

or a big man, and he thinks of the rest of us as his servants or inferiors. We can’t ac-
cept this. We refuse one who boasts, for someday his pride will make him kill some-
body. So we always speak of his meat as worthless. This way we cool his heart and 
make him gentle.” 

 “But why didn’t you tell me this before?” I asked Tomazo with some heat. 
 “Because you never asked me,” said Tomazo, echoing the refrain that has come 

to haunt every field ethnographer. 
 The pieces now fell into place. I had known for a long time that in situations of 

social conflict with Bushmen I held all the cards. I was the only source of tobacco 
in a thousand square miles, and I was not incapable of cutting an individual off for 
noncooperation. Though my boycott never lasted longer than a few days, it was an in-
dication of my strength. People resented my presence at the water hole, yet simultane-
ously dreaded my leaving. In short I was a perfect target for the charge of arrogance 
and for the Bushman tactic of enforcing humility. 

 I had been taught an object lesson by the Bushmen; it had come from an unex-
pected corner and had hurt me in a vulnerable area. For the big black ox was to be the 
one totally generous, unstinting act of my year at /ai/ai and I was quite unprepared for 
the reaction I received. 

 As I read it, their message was this: There are no totally generous acts. All “acts” 
have an element of calculation. One black ox slaughtered at Christmas does not wipe 
out a year of careful manipulation of gifts given to serve your own ends. After all, to 
kill an animal and share the meat with people is really no more than the Bushmen do 
for each other every day and with far less fanfare. 
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 In the end, I had to admire how the Bushmen had played out the farce—
collectively straight-faced to the end. Curiously, the episode reminded me of the  Good 
Soldier Schweik  and his marvelous encounters with authority. Like Schweik, the 
Bushmen had retained a thoroughgoing skepticism of good intentions. Was it this 
independence of spirit, I wondered, that had kept them culturally viable in the face 
of generations of contact with more powerful societies, both black and white? The 
thought that the Bushmen were alive and well in the Kalahari was strangely comfort-
ing. Perhaps, armed with that independence and with their superb knowledge of their 
environment, they might yet survive the future.  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com            

  Review Questions 

    1.   What was the basis of the misunderstanding experienced by Lee when he gave 
an ox for the Christmas feast held by the !Kung?   

    2.   Construct a model of cross-cultural misunderstanding, using the information 
presented by Lee in this article.   

    3.   Why do you think the !Kung ridicule and denigrate people who have been success-
ful hunters or who have provided them with a Christmas ox? Why do Americans 
expect people to be grateful to receive gifts?      
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  Fieldwork on Prostitution 
in the Era of AIDS 
      Claire E. Sterk

     Many Americans associate social research with questionnaires, structured interviews, word 
association tests, and psychological experiments. They expect investigators to control the 
research setting and ask for specific information, such as age, income, place of residence, 
and opinions about work or national events. But ethnographic fieldwork is different. Cul-
tural anthropologists may administer formal research instruments such as questionnaires, 
but largely their goal is to discover culture, to view the actions and knowledge of a group 
through the eyes of its members. In this sense, ethnographers are more like students; cul-
tural informants are more like teachers. To implement ethnographic research, anthropolo-
gists must often become part of the worlds they seek to understand. They arrive as strangers, 
seek entrance into a group, meet and develop relationships of trust with informants, and 
wrestle with the ethical dilemmas that naturally occur when someone wants to delve into 
the lives of others. 

 These are the challenges discussed in this selection by Claire Sterk. Working inside the 
United States, as many anthropologists do these days, she engaged in a long-term study of 
prostitutes in New York City and Atlanta. Her research required her to discover the places 
where her informants worked and hung out, introduce herself, develop rapport, and con-
duct open-ended interviews that permitted informants to teach her about their lives. During 
this process, she learned not to depend too much on contacts (gatekeepers) she met initially, 
that it was helpful to know something about respondents but to avoid an “expert” role, to 
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 1  The names of the women who were interviewed for this study, as well as those of their pimps and 
customers, have been replaced by pseudonyms to protect their privacy. 

refrain from expressing her own opinions about the culture and lives of her sub-
jects, and to manage a variety of ethical questions. She ends by listing six themes 
that emerged from her ethnographic study.  *     

   Prostitution is a way of life. IT IS THE LIFE. 

 We make money for pimps who promise us 
love and more, 

 but if we don’t produce, they shove us out the door. 

 We turn tricks who have sex-for-pay. 

 They don’t care how many times we serve 
every day. 

 The Life is rough. The Life is tough. 

 We are put down, beaten up, and left for dead. 

 It hurts body and soul and messes with 
a person’s head. 

 Many of us get high. Don’t you understand it is 
a way of getting by? 

 The Life is rough. The Life is tough. 

 We are easy to blame because we are lame.  

  —Piper, 1987  1    

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com            

 One night in March of 1987 business was slow. I was hanging out on a stroll with a 
group of street prostitutes. After a few hours in a nearby diner/coffee shop, we were 
kicked out. The waitress felt bad, but she needed our table for some new customers. 
Four of us decided to sit in my car until the rain stopped. While three of us chatted 
about life, Piper wrote this poem. As soon as she read it to us, the conversation shifted 
to more serious topics—pimps, customers, cops, the many hassles of being a prosti-
tute, to name a few. We decided that if I ever finished a book about prostitution, the 
book would start with her poem. 

 This book is about the women who work in the lower echelons of the prosti-
tution world. They worked in the streets and other public settings as well as crack 
houses. Some of these women viewed themselves primarily as prostitutes, and a 
number of them used drugs to cope with the pressures of the life. Others identified 
themselves more as drug users, and their main reason for having sex for money or 
other goods was to support their own drug use and often the habit of their male 
partner. A small group of women interviewed for this book had left prostitution, and 

 *  From  Tricking and Tripping  by Claire E. Sterk (Putnam Valley, NY: Social Change Press, 2000), pp. 14–20. 
Reprinted by permission. 



22 P A R T  O N E   Culture and Ethnography

most of them were still struggling to integrate their past experiences as prostitutes 
in their current lives. 

 The stories told by the women who participated in this project revealed how 
pimps, customers, and others such as police officers and social and health service 
providers treated them as “fallen” women. However, their accounts also showed 
their strengths and the many strategies they developed to challenge these others. 
Circumstances, including their drug use, often forced them to sell sex, but they all 
resisted the notion that they might be selling themselves. Because they engaged in 
an illegal profession, these women had little status: their working conditions were 
poor, and their work was physically and mentally exhausting. Nevertheless, many 
women described the ways in which they gained a sense of control over their lives. 
For instance, they learned how to manipulate pimps, how to control the types of 
services and length of time bought by their customers, and how to select custom-
ers. While none of these schemes explicitly enhanced their working conditions, 
they did make the women feel stronger and better about themselves. 

 In this [article], I present prostitution from the point of view of the women 
themselves. To understand their current lives, it was necessary to learn how they got 
started in the life, the various processes involved in their continued prostitution ca-
reers, the link between prostitution and drug use, the women’s interactions with their 
pimps and customers, and the impact of the AIDS epidemic and increasing violence 
on their experiences. I also examined the implications for women. Although my goal 
was to present the women’s thoughts, feelings, and actions in their own words, the 
final text is a sociological monograph compiled by me as the researcher. . . . 

  The Sample 

 . . . The research was conducted during the last ten years in the New York City and 
Atlanta metropolitan areas. One main data source was participant observation on 
streets, in hotels and other settings known for prostitution activity, and in drug-use 
settings, especially those that allowed sex-for-drug exchanges. Another data source 
was in-depth, life-history interviews with 180 women ranging in age from 18 to 
59 years, with an average age of 34. One in two women was African-American and one 
in three white; the remaining women were Latina. Three in four had completed high 
school, and among them almost two-thirds had one or more years of additional edu-
cational training. Thirty women had graduated from college. 

 Forty women worked as street prostitutes and did not use drugs. On average, 
they had been prostitutes for 11 years. Forty women began using drugs an average 
of three years after they began working as prostitutes, and the average time they had 
worked as prostitutes was nine years. Forty women used drugs an average of five 
years before they became prostitutes, and on the average they had worked as pros-
titutes for eight years. Another forty women began smoking crack and exchanging 
sex for crack almost simultaneously, with an average of four years in the life. Twenty 
women who were interviewed were ex-prostitutes.  

  Comments on Methodology 

 When I tell people about my research, the most frequent question I am asked is how 
I gained access to the women rather than what I learned from the research. For 
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many, prostitution is an unusual topic of conversation, and many people have 
expressed surprise that I, as a woman, conducted the research. During my research 
some customers indeed thought I was a working woman, a fact that almost always 
amuses those who hear about my work. However, few people want to hear stories 
about the women’s struggles and sadness. Sometimes they ask questions about the 
reasons why women become prostitutes. Most of the time, they are surprised when I 
tell them that the prostitutes as well as their customers represent all layers of society. 
Before presenting the findings, it seems important to discuss the research process, 
including gaining access to the women, developing relationships, interviewing, and 
then leaving the field.  

  Locating Prostitutes and Gaining Entree 

 One of the first challenges I faced was to identify locations where street prostitution 
took place. Many of these women worked on strolls, streets where prostitution activ-
ity is concentrated, or in hotels known for prostitution activity. Others, such as the 
crack prostitutes, worked in less public settings such as a crack house that might be 
someone’s apartment. 

 I often learned of well-known public places from professional experts, such as 
law enforcement officials and health care providers at emergency rooms and sexu-
ally transmitted disease clinics. I gained other insights from lay experts, including 
taxi drivers, bartenders, and community representatives such as members of neigh-
borhood associations. The contacts universally mentioned some strolls as the places 
where many women worked, where the local police focused attention, or where resi-
dents had organized protests against prostitution in their neighborhoods. 

 As I began visiting various locales, I continued to learn about new settings. In 
one sense, I was developing ethnographic maps of street prostitution. After several 
visits to a specific area, I also was able to expand these maps by adding infor-
mation about the general atmosphere on the stroll, general characteristics of the 
various people present, the ways in which the women and customers connected, 
and the overall flow of action. In addition, my visits allowed the regular actors to 
notice me. 

 I soon learned that being an unknown woman in an area known for prostitu-
tion may cause many people to notice you, even stare at you, but it fails to yield 
many verbal interactions. Most of the time when I tried to make eye contact with 
one of the women, she quickly averted her eyes. Pimps, on the other hand, would 
stare at me straight on and I ended up being the one to look away. Customers would 
stop, blow their horn, or wave me over, frequently yelling obscenities when I ig-
nored them. I realized that gaining entree into the prostitution world was not going 
to be as easy as I imagined it.  Although I lacked such training in any of my qualita-
tive methods classes, I decided to move slowly and not force any interaction. The 
most I said during the initial weeks in a new area was limited to “How are you” or 
“Hi.” This strategy paid off during my first visits to one of the strolls in Brooklyn, 
New York.  After several appearances, one of the women walked up to me and sar-
castically asked if I was looking for something. She caught me off guard, and all the 
answers I had practiced did not seem to make sense. I mumbled something about 
just wanting to walk around. She did not like my answer, but she did like my accent. 
We ended up talking about the latter and she was especially excited when I told her 
I came from Amsterdam. One of her friends had gone to Europe with her boyfriend, 
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who was in the military. She understood from her that prostitution and drugs were 
legal in the Netherlands. While explaining to her that some of her friend’s impres-
sions were incorrect, I was able to show off some of my knowledge about prostitu-
tion. I mentioned that I was interested in prostitution and wanted to write a book 
about it. 

 Despite the fascination with my background and intentions, the prostitute im-
mediately put me through a Streetwalker 101 test, and apparently I passed. She told 
me to make sure to come back. By the time I left, I not only had my first conversation 
but also my first connection to the scene. Variations of this entry process occurred on 
the other strolls. The main lesson I learned in these early efforts was the importance 
of having some knowledge of the lives of the people I wanted to study, while at the 
same time refraining from presenting myself as an expert. 

 Qualitative researchers often refer to their initial connections as gatekeepers and 
key respondents. Throughout my fieldwork I learned that some key respondents are 
important in providing initial access, but they become less central as the research 
evolves. For example, one of the women who introduced me to her lover, who was 
also her pimp, was arrested and disappeared for months. Another entered drug treat-
ment soon after she facilitated my access. Other key respondents provided access to 
only a segment of the players on a scene. For example, if a woman worked for a pimp, 
[she] was unlikely . . . to introduce me to women working for another pimp. On one 
stroll my initial contact was with a pimp whom nobody liked. By associating with 
him, I almost lost the opportunity to meet other pimps. Some key respondents were 
less connected than promised—for example, some of the women who worked the 
street to support their drug habit. Often their connections were more frequently with 
drug users and less so with prostitutes. 

 Key respondents tend to be individuals central to the local scene, such as, in this 
case, pimps and the more senior prostitutes. Their function as gatekeepers often is to 
protect the scene and to screen outsiders. Many times I had to prove that I was not an 
undercover police officer or a woman with ambitions to become a streetwalker. While 
I thought I had gained entree, I quickly learned that many insiders subsequently won-
dered about my motives and approached me with suspicion and distrust. 

 Another lesson involved the need to proceed cautiously with self- nominated 
key respondents. For example, one of the women presented herself as knowing eve-
ryone on the stroll. While she did know everyone, she was not a central figure. On 
the contrary, the other prostitutes viewed her as a failed streetwalker whose drug 
use caused her to act unprofessionally. By associating with me, she hoped to regain 
some of her status. For me, however, it meant limited access to the other women 
because I affiliated myself with a woman who was marginal to the scene. On an-
other occasion, my main key respondent was a man who claimed to own three 
crack houses in the neighborhood. However, he had a negative reputation, and peo-
ple accused him of cheating on others. My initial alliance with him delayed, and 
almost blocked, my access to others in the neighborhood. He intentionally tried to 
keep me from others on the scene, not because he would gain something from that 
transaction but because it made him feel powerful. When I told him I was going 
to hang out with some of the other people, he threatened me until one of the other 
dealers stepped in and told him to stay away. The two of them argued back and 
forth, and finally I was free to go. Fortunately, the dealer who had spoken up for 
me was much more central and positively associated with the local scene. Finally, 
I am unsure if I would have had success in gaining entrance to the scene had I not 
been a woman.  
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  Developing Relationships and Trust 

 The processes involved in developing relationships in research situations amplify 
those involved in developing relationships in general. Both parties need to get to know 
each other, become aware and accepting of each other’s roles, and engage in a recipro-
cal relationship. Being supportive and providing practical assistance were the most 
visible and direct ways for me as the researcher to develop a relationship. Throughout 
the years, I have given countless rides, provided child care on numerous occasions, 
bought groceries, and listened for hours to stories that were unrelated to my initial 
research questions. Gradually, my role allowed me to become part of these women’s 
lives and to build rapport with many of them. 

 Over time, many women also realized that I was uninterested in being a prosti-
tute and that I genuinely was interested in learning as much as possible about their 
lives. Many felt flattered that someone wanted to learn from them and that they had 
knowledge to offer. Allowing women to tell their stories and engaging in a dialogue 
with them probably were the single most important techniques that allowed me to 
develop relationships with them. Had I only wanted to focus on the questions I had in 
mind, developing such relationships might have been more difficult. 

 At times, I was able to get to know a woman only after her pimp endorsed our 
contact. One of my scariest experiences occurred before I knew to work through the 
pimps, and one such man had some of his friends follow me on my way home one 
night. I will never know what plans they had in mind for me because I fortunately was 
able to escape with only a few bruises. Over a year later, the woman acknowledged 
that her pimp had gotten upset and told her he was going to teach me a lesson. 

 On other occasions, I first needed to be screened by owners and managers of 
crack houses before the research could continue. Interestingly, screenings always 
were done by a man even if the person who vouched for me was a man himself. While 
the women also were cautious, the ways in which they checked me out tended to be 
much more subtle. For example, one of them would tell me a story, indicating that it 
was a secret about another person on the stroll. Although I failed to realize this at the 
time, my field notes revealed that frequently after such a conversation, others would 
ask me questions about related topics. One woman later acknowledged that putting 
out such stories was a test to see if I would keep information confidential. 

 Learning more about the women and gaining a better understanding of their 
lives also raised many ethical questions. No textbook told me how to handle situations 
in which a pimp abused a woman, a customer forced a woman to engage in unwanted 
sex acts, a customer requested unprotected sex from a woman who knew she was HIV 
infected, or a boyfriend had unrealistic expectations regarding a woman’s earnings 
to support his drug habit. I failed to know the proper response when asked to engage 
in illegal activities such as holding drugs or money a woman had stolen from a cus-
tomer. In general, my response was to explain that I was there as a researcher. During 
those occasions when pressures became too severe, I decided to leave a scene. For ex-
ample, I never returned to certain crack houses because pimps there continued to ask 
me to consider working for them. 

 Over time, I was fortunate to develop relationships with people who “watched 
my back.” One pimp in particular intervened if he perceived other pimps, customers, 
or passersby harassing me. He also was the one who gave me my street name: Whitie 
(indicating my racial background) or Ms. Whitie for those who disrespected me. 
While this was my first street name, I subsequently had others. Being given a street 
name was a symbolic gesture of acceptance. Gradually, I developed an identity that 
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allowed me to be both an insider and an outsider. While hanging out on the strolls 
and other gathering places, including crack houses, I had to deal with some of the 
same uncomfortable conditions as the prostitutes, such as cold or warm weather, 
lack of access to a rest room, refusals from owners for me to patronize a restaurant, 
and of course, harassment by customers and the police. 

 I participated in many informal conversations. Unless pushed to do so, I seldom 
divulged my opinions. I was more open with my feelings about situations and showed 
empathy. I learned quickly that providing an opinion can backfire. I agreed that one 
of the women was struggling a lot and stated that I felt sorry for her. While I meant 
to indicate my genuine concern for her, she heard that I felt sorry for her because she 
was a failure. When she finally, after several weeks, talked with me again, I was able 
to explain to her that I was not judging her, but rather felt concerned for her. She 
remained cynical and many times asked me for favors to make up for my mistake. 
It took me months before I felt comfortable telling her that I felt I had done enough 
and that it was time to let go. However, if she was not ready, she needed to know that 
I would no longer go along. This was one of many occasions when I learned that al-
though I wanted to facilitate my work as a researcher, that I wanted people to like and 
trust me, I also needed to set boundaries. 

 Rainy and slow nights often provided good opportunities for me to participate 
in conversations with groups of women. Popular topics included how to work safely, 
what to do about condom use, how to make more money. I often served as a health 
educator and a supplier of condoms, gels, vaginal douches, and other feminine prod-
ucts. Many women were very worried about the AIDS epidemic. However, they also 
were worried about how to use a condom when a customer refused to do so. They 
worried particularly about condom use when they needed money badly and, conse-
quently, did not want to propose that the customer use one for fear of rejection. While 
some women became experts at “making” their customers use a condom—for exam-
ple, by hiding it in their mouth prior to beginning oral sex—others would carry con-
doms to please me but never pull one out. If a woman was HIV positive and I knew 
she failed to use a condom, I faced the ethical dilemma of challenging her or staying 
out of it. 

 Developing trusting relationships with crack prostitutes was more difficult. 
Crack houses were not the right environment for informal conversations. Typically, 
the atmosphere was tense and everyone was suspicious of each other. The best times 
to talk with these women were when we bought groceries together, when I helped 
them clean their homes, or when we shared a meal. Often the women were very dif-
ferent when they were not high than they were when they were high or craving crack. 
In my conversations with them, I learned that while I might have observed their ac-
tions the night before, they themselves might not remember them. Once I realized 
this, I would be very careful to omit any detail unless I knew that the woman herself 
did remember the event.  

  In-Depth Interviews 

 All interviews were conducted in a private setting, including women’s residences, my 
car or my office, a restaurant of the women’s choice, or any other setting the women 
selected. I did not begin conducting official interviews until I developed relationships 
with the women. Acquiring written informed consent prior to the interview was prob-
lematic. It made me feel awkward. Here I was asking the women to sign a form after 
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they had begun to trust me. However, often I felt more upset about this technicality 
than the women themselves. As soon as they realized that the form was something the 
university required, they seemed to understand. Often they laughed about the official 
statements, and some asked if I was sure the form was to protect them and not the 
school. None of the women refused to sign the consent form, although some refused 
to sign it right away and asked to be interviewed later. 

 In some instances the consent procedures caused the women to expect a for-
mal interview. Some of them were disappointed when they saw I only had a few 
structured questions about demographic characteristics, followed by a long list of 
open-ended questions. When this disappointment occurred, I reminded the women 
that I wanted to learn from them and that the best way to do so was by engaging in 
a dialogue rather than interrogating them. Only by letting the women identify their 
salient issues and the topics they wanted to address was I able to gain an insider’s 
perspective. By being a careful listener and probing for additional information and 
explanation, I as the interviewer, together with the women, was able to uncover the 
complexities of their lives. In addition, the nature of the interview allowed me to ask 
questions about contradictions in a woman’s story. For example, sometimes a woman 
would say that she always used a condom. However, later on in the conversation she 
would indicate that if she needed drugs she would never use one. By asking her to 
elaborate on this, I was able to begin developing insights into condom use by type of 
partner, type of sex acts, and social context. 

 The interviewer becomes much more a part of the interview when the conver-
sations are in-depth than when a structured questionnaire is used. Because I was 
so integral to the process, the way the women viewed me may have biased their 
 answers. On the one hand, this bias might be reduced because of the extent to which 
both parties already knew each other; on the other, a woman might fail to give her 
true opinion and reveal her actions if she knew that these went against the inter-
viewer’s opinion. I suspected that some women played down the ways in which their 
pimps manipulated them once they knew that I was not too fond of these men. How-
ever, some might have taken more time to explain the relationship with their pimp in 
order to “correct” my image. 

 My background, so different from that of these women, most likely affected the 
nature of the interviews. I occupied a higher socioeconomic status. I had a place to 
live and a job. In contrast to the nonwhite women, I came from a different racial 
background. While I don’t know to what extent these differences played a role, I ac-
knowledge that they must have had some effect on this research.  

  Leaving the Field 

 Leaving the field was not something that occurred after completion of the fieldwork, 
but an event that took place daily. Although I sometimes stayed on the strolls all night 
or hung out for several days, I always had a home to return to. I had a house with 
electricity, a warm shower, a comfortable bed, and a kitchen. My house sat on a street 
where I had no fear of being shot on my way there and where I did not find condoms 
or syringes on my doorstep. 

 During several stages of the study, I had access to a car, which I used to give the 
women rides or to run errands together. However, I will never forget the cold night 
when everyone on the street was freezing, and I left to go home. I turned up the heat 
in my car, and tears streamed down my cheeks. I appreciated the heat, but I felt more 
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guilty about that luxury than ever before. I truly felt like an outsider, or maybe even 
more appropriate, a betrayer. 

 Throughout the years of fieldwork, there were a number of times when I left the 
scene temporarily. For example, when so many people were dying from AIDS, I was 
unable to ignore the devastating impact of this disease. I needed an emotional break. 

 Physically removing myself from the scene was common when I experienced dif-
ficulty remaining objective. Once I became too involved in a woman’s life and almost 
adopted her and her family. Another time I felt a true hatred for a crack house owner 
and was unable to adhere to the rules of courteous interactions. Still another time, I 
got angry with a woman whose steady partner was HIV positive when she failed to 
ask him to use a condom when they had sex. 

 I also took temporary breaks from a particular scene by shifting settings and 
neighborhoods. For example, I would invest most of my time in women from a par-
ticular crack house for several weeks. Then I would shift to spending more time on 
one of the strolls, while making shorter and less frequent visits to the crack house. By 
shifting scenes, I was able to tell people why I was leaving and to remind all of us of 
my researcher role. 

 While I focused on leaving the field, I became interested in women who had 
left the life. It seemed important to have an understanding of their past and cur-
rent circumstances. I knew some of them from the days when they were working, 
but identifying others was a challenge. There was no gathering place for ex-prosti-
tutes. Informal networking, advertisements in local newspapers, and local clinics 
and community settings allowed me to reach twenty of these women. Conducting 
interviews with them later in the data collection process prepared me to ask spe-
cific questions. I realized that I had learned enough about the life to know what to 
ask. Interviewing ex-prostitutes also prepared me for moving from the fieldwork to 
writing. 

 It is hard to determine exactly when I left the field. It seems like a process that 
never ends. Although I was more physically removed from the scene, I continued to 
be involved while analyzing the data and writing this book. I also created opportuni-
ties to go back, for example, by asking women to give me feedback on parts of the 
manuscript or at times when I experienced writer’s block and my car seemed to auto-
matically steer itself to one of the strolls. I also have developed other research projects 
in some of the same communities. For example, both a project on intergenerational 
drug use and a gender-specific intervention project to help women remain HIV nega-
tive have brought me back to the same population. Some of the women have become 
key respondents in these new projects, while others now are members of a research 
team. For example, Beth, one of the women who has left prostitution, works as an 
outreach worker on another project.  

  Six Themes in the Ethnography of Prostitution 

 The main intention of my work is to provide the reader with a perspective on street 
prostitution from the point of view of the women themselves. There are six fundamen-
tal aspects of the women’s lives as prostitutes that must be considered. The first con-
cerns the women’s own explanations for their involvement in prostitution and their 
descriptions of the various circumstances that led them to become prostitutes. Their 
stories include justifications such as traumatic past experiences, especially sexual 
abuse, the lack of love they experienced as children, pressures by friends and pimps, 
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the need for drugs, and most prominently, the economic forces that pushed them into 
the life. A number of women describe these justifications as excuses, as reflective ex-
planations they have developed after becoming a prostitute. 

 The women describe the nature of their initial experiences, which often involved 
alienation from those outside the life. They also show the differences in the processes 
between women who work as prostitutes and use drugs and women who do not use 
drugs. 

 Although all these women work either on the street or in drug-use settings, their 
lives do differ. My second theme is a typology that captures these differences, looking at 
the women’s prostitution versus drug-use identities. The typology distinguishes among 
(a) streetwalkers, women who work strolls and who do not use drugs; (b) hooked prosti-
tutes, women who identify themselves mainly as prostitutes but who upon their entrance 
into the life also began using drugs; (c) prostituting addicts, women who view them-
selves mainly as drug users and who became prostitutes to support their drug habit; and 
(d) crack prostitutes, women who trade sex for crack. 

 This typology explains the differences in the women’s strategies for solicit-
ing customers, their screening of customers, pricing of sex acts, and bargaining for 
services. For example, the streetwalkers have the most bargaining power, while such 
power appears to be lacking among the crack prostitutes. 

 Few prostitutes work in a vacuum. The third theme is the role of pimps, a label 
that most women dislike and for which they prefer to substitute “old man” or “boy-
friend.” Among the pimps, one finds entrepreneur lovers, men who mainly employ 
streetwalkers and hooked prostitutes and sometimes prostituting addicts. Entrepre-
neur lovers engage in the life for business reasons. They treat the women as their 
employees or their property and view them primarily as an economic commodity. The 
more successful a woman is in earning them money, the more difficult it is for that 
woman to leave her entrepreneur pimp. 

 Most prostituting addicts and some hooked prostitutes work for a lover pimp, a 
man who is their steady partner but who also lives off their earnings. Typically, such 
pimps employ only one woman. The dynamics in the relationship between a prosti-
tute and her lover pimp become more complex when both partners use drugs. Drugs 
often become the glue of the relationship. 

 For many crack prostitutes, their crack addiction serves as a pimp. Few plan to 
exchange sex for crack when they first begin using; often several weeks or months 
pass before a woman who barters sex for crack realizes that she is a prostitute. 

 Historically, society has blamed prostitutes for introducing sexually transmit-
ted diseases into the general population. Similarly, it makes them scapegoats for the 
spread of HIV/AIDS. Yet their pimps and customers are not held accountable. The 
fourth theme in the anthropological study of prostitution is the impact of the AIDS 
epidemic on the women’s lives. Although most are knowledgeable about HIV risk be-
haviors and the ways to reduce their risk, many misconceptions exist. The women 
describe the complexities of condom use, especially with steady partners but also with 
paying customers. Many women have mixed feelings about HIV testing, wondering 
how to cope with a positive test result while no cure is available. A few of the women 
already knew their HIV-infected status, and the discussion touches on their dilemmas 
as well. 

 The fifth theme is the violence and abuse that make common appearances 
in the women’s lives. An ethnography of prostitution must allow the women to 
describe violence in their neighborhoods as well as violence in prostitution and 
drug-use settings. The most common violence they encounter is from customers. 
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These men often assume that because they pay for sex they buy a woman. Appar-
ently, casual customers pose more of a danger than those who are regulars. The 
types of abuse the women encounter are emotional, physical, and sexual. In ad-
dition to customers, pimps and boyfriends abuse the women. Finally, the women 
discuss harassment by law enforcement officers. 

 When I talked with the women, it often seemed that there were no opportunities 
to escape from the life. Yet the sixth and final theme must be the escape from prosti-
tution. Women who have left prostitution can describe the process of their exit from 
prostitution. As ex-prostitutes they struggle with the stigma of their past, the chal-
lenges of developing a new identity, and the impact of their past on current intimate 
relationships. Those who were also drug users often view themselves as ex-prostitutes 
and recovering addicts, a perspective that seems to create a role conflict. Overall, most 
ex-prostitutes find that their past follows them like a bad hangover.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com            

  Review Questions 

    1.   Based on reading this selection, how is ethnographic research different from 
other social science approaches to research?   

    2.   What can ethnographic research reveal that other forms of research cannot? 
What can the use of questionnaires and observational experiments reveal about 
people that ethnographic research might miss?   

    3.   What were some of the techniques used by Sterk to enter the field, conduct her 
research, and leave the field? What problems did she face?   

    4.   What advice does Sterk have for aspiring ethnographers?   

    5.   What are some of the ethical issues faced by anthropologists when they conduct 
ethnographic research?      
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  4 
  Nice Girls Don’t Talk 
to Rastas 
      George Gmelch 

    We all are subject to naive realism. It’s only natural that the cultural knowledge we learn 
as we grow up and live in our society shapes the way we see the world and behave in it. It 
is normal for us to accept our cultural perspective as an accurate portrayal of the way the 
world really is. Although our naive realism usually goes unnoticed as we function inside 
our own society, it becomes more obvious when we attempt to communicate with outsiders 
who possess a different cultural view of reality. Anthropologists attempt to consciously con-
trol their own naive realism, but even they sometimes must learn about their own naiveté 
by making mistakes when they do fieldwork in foreign settings. 

 This article by George Gmelch, updated for the fourteenth edition of  Conformity and 
Conflict,  describes a case of cross-cultural misunderstanding involving an American stu-
dent living in a Barbadian village as part of a study abroad program. She unwittingly as-
sumes that villagers are a homogeneous group of which Rastafarians (a religious sect) are 
members. By interacting with them, she finds herself shunned by everyone. Her American 
vision of equality causes her to assume that villagers accepted everyone as equal. She over-
looks the existence of class distinctions in this small community characterized by face-to-
face relationships.  *                        

 *  From George Gmelch, “Nice Girls Don’t Talk to Rastas.” Used by permission of George Gmelch. 
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 2  The name of the student, Johanna, and the Rasta, Joseph, are real; the names of all other persons and 
places are pseudonyms. 

Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

 For the past thirty years I have been taking American undergraduates to the field on 
anthropology training programs in Ireland, Tasmania, and Barbados. It’s been no sur-
prise that when my students—young and inexperienced—venture into cultures differ-
ent from their own they sometimes violate local norms. Professional anthropologists 
are not immune from making such mistakes; in fact there is a small but lively litera-
ture about fieldwork in which anthropologists recount their cultural blunders and the 
revealing consequences that followed.  1    

 In this essay I describe the predicament of a female American student, Johanna, 
living in a rural village on the Caribbean island of Barbados. The trouble, which stems 
from her associating with people—Rastafarians—her community regards as undesir-
ables, speaks to common shortcomings of American students living abroad for the 
first time. Namely their failure to understand social class and their assumption that 
others see the world the same way they do—what anthropologists call naive realism. 
I will return to these points later, but first Johanna’s story. 

 “George, telephoooone,” called out my Barbadian neighbor from the house next 
door early one morning. “It’s Johanna, your student, she say it important.” Johanna’s 
voice was full of emotion. “I’m in trouble and I really need to talk to you.” I told her to 
start walking toward Josey Hill and that I would set out toward her village, and that 
we would meet at the pasture where many families grazed cattle and sheep and boys 
played cricket and soccer. 

 When I arrived Johanna—tall, green eyed, and pretty—was already there. 
“They’ve turned against me. When I walk by, they turn their heads the other way. 
Someone in the rum shop called me the ‘devil’s child.’ ” 

 Johanna, from a college town in upstate New York where her father taught 
theater and her mother taught English, had made many friends in her village. In fact, 
she was enjoying her time in Freeman Hill so much that she fantasized about settling 
there and teaching school at St. Margaret’s, the small elementary school where she 
had been doing research.  2    

 Slowly, the story emerged. Johanna revealed that she had been seeing a Rasta-
farian named Joseph, and that some villagers had seen her walking with him into the 
hills beyond the village. In a rugged area an hour’s walk down the coast from Freeman 
Hill a small group of Rastas—orthodox Rastas who wore no clothes and subsisted 
off the land—lived in caves. That morning Johanna’s homestay mother, Thelma, had 
entered the bedroom, shut the door tightly, and breathing very hard told Johanna that 
people in the village were saying that she was smoking marijuana and bathing naked 
with the Rastas. Some thought she must be a drug addict. 

 Rastafari is a movement and way of life more than an organized religion. It was 
inspired by the teachings of Marcus Garvey, the Jamaican-born founder of the Uni-
versal Negro Improvement Association, in the 1920s and 1930s. Garvey denounced 
the colonial mentality that had taught blacks to be contemptuous of their African 
heritage; he advocated self-reliance for blacks and a “back to Africa” consciousness. 
From Jamaica, the Rastafari movement spread throughout the Caribbean, into parts 
of Africa, the US, England, and beyond. Rastafari arrived in Barbados in the 1970s 
and in urban areas gained many followers among local black youths, who saw it as 

 1  See, for example, Barbara Anderson,  First Fieldwork: The Misadventures of an Anthropologist , and Philip 
DeVita,  The Naked Anthropologist: Tales from Around the World . 
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an extension of their adolescent rebellion from school and parental authority, as well 
as among some mainstream artists, academics, musicians, and even sports figures. 
The Rastas long dreadlocks; red, green, and black colors; distinctive caps; and reggae 
music became common on the streets of Barbados’s capital city of Bridge town. By the 
1990s, a colony of thirty orthodox Rastas who rejected all the trappings of Western 
society (called “Babylon“), even clothes, had begun living in caves just down the coast 
from Johanna’s village. Although the subject of considerable local comment, most of 
the nearby villagers knew very little about them or their beliefs. 

 “I had no idea people would react this way,” said Johanna defensively, wiping 
tears from her cheeks. “Joseph said he was a ‘bush doctor.’ I mean what is the harm? 
He’s a nice guy, he wouldn’t harm anyone. Aren’t anthropologists supposed to be inter-
ested in everyone? Anthropologists don’t ignore people just because some people don’t 
like them. Right?” 

 Johanna assured me that she hadn’t gone naked with the Rastas or become sexu-
ally involved. At first, I thought this an unnecessary declaration, but then I recalled 
the talk my anthropologist wife, Sharon, had with the female students about prob-
lems created by romantic involvements with local men. In the past, such liaisons had 
upset the students’ homestay families and damaged the students’ reputations and rap-
port, as often the men involved had been considered disreputable characters—beach 
bums—who were beneath the social status of the host families. 

 With much anguish, Johanna recounted that Thelma wanted her to move out, 
to leave the village. Johanna had only few weeks left in Barbados. There wasn’t time 
for her to start over somewhere else, nor did I know of another family who had space 
to take her in. I told her to go back to the village and that I would call on her that 
evening. When I got home I looked through my copy of Johanna’s field notes (the stu-
dents turned in a copy of their notes every week). A reference to Rastas took on new 
meaning: 

  [February 21] I went to Janice’s primary school today and on the way out I started talk-
ing to a Rastaish looking dude with a leather Crocodile Dundee hat on just standing on 
the roadside. I was aware that I could be seen by the children on the playground. When 
Janice got home, she reprimanded me for talking to him. Janice: “We don’t live the way 
Rastas do. It’s not right just to go and talk to anyone you feel like. That man is a killer. 
Once you left all the children said, ‘Look, he is going to carry her away into the hills and 
kill her.’ I am serious. Even teacher told me to tell you not to talk to him. And teachers 
know about these things.”  

 Later, Johanna described her encounters with the Rastas in more detail. Af-
ter walking home from the school yard with Joseph, she had agreed to meet him 
the following week at the small village shop. It wasn’t a good choice, as the shop 
is located where the village’s three roads meet, and its veranda is a social gather-
ing place. There wasn’t a more conspicuous place in all of Freeman Hill. A little 
discretion might have prevented her liaisons with Joseph from ever being known. 
Johanna described what happened in her journal: 

  When I saw Joseph coming down the road, I hopped off the porch to go meet him, and 
every person within the viewing distance did a double take. On the days that I’ve spent 
with Joseph, we meet at ten, arrive at his place in the later morning, and usually begin 
cooking right away. His single meal a day usually takes three hours to prepare, so he likes 
to get it started as soon as possible so he can relax once it gets dark. His place is so simple 
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and relaxing. It’s set up on a ridge, and well hidden. You ascend a steep rock incline and 
step onto a ledge with a panoramic view of the Atlantic. On one side is a looming two 
story rock with an opening in the center; this is Joseph’s bedroom. You step down in a 
dark, cool, homey cave, about 10 by 20 feet with smooth rocks on the floor, a slender little 
bed on one side, and a natural stone bench coming out of the wall. Joseph’s “dresser” is a 
jutting piece of rock where he rests his Bible, a broken fragment of a mirror, and his shell 
necklace. He said it took three months process of burning and chipping away at the floor 
and walls of his cave to make the place livable. “Yeah, it was rough,” he said, “but I want 
my place to be just right when I have a wife come live with me. Because no woman is go-
ing to want to come live in a cave she can’t stand up in, right?” He grinned.  

 My usual response to the problems that students unwittingly create is to visit 
the parties involved first, to better understand the problem and then to try to re-
solve the misunderstanding by explaining each side’s custom to the other. I hoped 
 Johanna’s situation would be no different, although it involved a large number 
of people and I didn’t know much about the villagers’ relationship with the local 
 Rastas. I was friendly with two respected elders in Freeman Hill, so I decided to go 
to them for advice. I went first to Ezra Cumberbatch, a Pentecostal preacher whose 
daughters had befriended Johanna; and then to Randall Trotman, a return migrant 
who had recently resettled in Barbados after a dozen years in England—he had the 
perspective that comes with having lived in another society. 

 Reverend Cumberbatch told me that the Rastas Johanna had been visiting were 
well known to the village, and that most people, especially the old ones, viewed them 
as lazy layabouts, who smoked marijuana and stole fruit and vegetables from their 
gardens. I remembered that one of my neighbors in Josey Hill had cut down his ba-
nana tree after Rastas had repeatedly taken the fruit, or so he claimed. He said he’d 
rather not have the tree than have Rastas around his house. 

 Randall Trotman had a more balanced view. “Some are good and some are bad. 
Some of them steal your coconuts and aloe, but others are school teachers and crafts-
man and good citizens.” He explained how some Barbadians, especially in town, re-
spected them for their knowledge of plants and herbs, for their vegetarianism and 
healthy lifestyle, and their rejection of materialism and the false values of “Babylon” 
(the outside world). But he also noted that in rural places like Freeman Hill all Rastas 
were tarred with the same brush—not unlike the attitudes toward all Muslims among 
some Americans after 9/11. Before I left the Trotman home, I asked about a rumored 
crime I had heard earlier, but had found villagers unwilling to say much about it. Ap-
parently a villager, furious about the theft of his crops (which could have been taken 
by monkeys as easily as Rastas), had put poison in some cucumbers. Randall said 
two Rastas had died and that the police investigation was inconclusive. In the end, 
both preacher and returnee were sympathetic to Johanna’s plight, but neither had 
any practical advice on what she or I could do to repair her reputation and save her 
fieldwork. 

 Thinking I should meet the Rastas themselves, I set out to visit them. With the 
vaguest of directions, I hiked down the steep and rugged coastline looking for the area 
the Rastas called “Creation.” I lost the trail and worked my way through the dense 
brush on a steep hillside that rose directly from the sea. Remembering Johanna’s ac-
count, I climbed up several steep inclines to the openings in the rock wall looking 
for the Rastas’ caves. The erosion caused by water trickling down through the coral 
capstone which overlays nearly all of Barbados had created dozens of large caves. The 
view was magnificent, down the green cliffs and out across the blue Atlantic. 
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 I called out several times but nothing came back. The place was eerily quiet, and 
I began to question what I was doing there. What was I going to say if I did find them? 
That I was there to check them out for the safety of my student? That they shouldn’t 
let my student go naked or smoke marijuana with them? Feeling that I was intruding 
in their living space, I turned and trekked for home, and then to Johanna’s homestay. 

 Thelma, Johanna’s homestay mother, listened patiently to my explanations of 
what anthropologists do and of Johanna’s naiveté. I told Thelma that students some-
times innocently violate local norms, but that these misunderstandings were usually 
easily cleared up and that in the end no one was the worse for it. She responded that 
my students would all be returning to the United States, leaving behind whatever ill 
will they created, and that she was the one that would be living in Freeman Hill for 
the rest of her life. “I don’t want my children exposed to these Rastas,” she said, add-
ing that she would be implicated in the minds of many villagers if Johanna’s “friends” 
brought harm to anyone. 

 After sincere assurances from Johanna that she would stay away from the Ras-
tas, Thelma finally agreed to let her stay. Although Johanna remained, the villagers 
had little to do with her during her last weeks there. “It’s like I have something conta-
gious and they don’t want to get too close to me,” she wrote. “The road workers who 
verbally harassed me at the beginning of my stay but finally stopped after I made 
friends in the village, have now begun to treat me, once again, as a sexual object.” To 
do successful field research, anthropologists must have good rapport with local peo-
ple; if that is damaged data collection can be impossible. In an assessment of her field 
experience, Johanna concluded, “I learned the power of a societal norm. Nice girls 
don’t talk to Rastas. Exceptions: none.” 

 As I began to reflect on Johanna’s experience, it became clear that she had not 
fully appreciated social class distinctions in Barbadian society or the communal na-
ture of village life. Compared to their English counterparts, American students gener-
ally have little understanding of social class, and they perceive the great majority of 
their fellow Americans as belonging to the middle class. Similarly, even after weeks 
in the field, my students typically view the inhabitants of their villages as being fairly 
homogeneous—all of the same social class. They are not. The students only gradually 
become aware of class differences from comments by their homestay families about 
other villagers. It takes time for students to understand the workings of life in a small-
scale, face-to-face society where people pay close attention to the actions of neigh-
bors, where gossip is recreation, and where, with the slightest provocation, rumor 
can affect a family’s reputation. And like Johanna, sometimes they also learn about 
class and status by making mistakes—by violating norms concerning relationships 
between different categories of people. I doubted that the English university students 
I once taught, steeped in the meaning of class, would have made the same mistake as 
Johanna. 

 But it was not just a lack of awareness; rather, American students often operate 
on an assumption of personal autonomy. That is, if they can see “the truth” in a situ-
ation (or view their actions as harmless) then they feel entitled to act without regard 
for what others might think. Such an attitude sometimes stems more from what 
anthropologists call naive realism, the mistaken view that deep down everyone per-
ceives the world in basically the same way. And why shouldn’t they think this way? 
Most were raised in fairly homogeneous suburbs and on college campuses where 
they typically have little contact with the international students, or even minorities, 
who might challenge their assumptions. For students like Johanna, Barbados is the 
first time they have ever lived in another culture, and they arrive with their naive 
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realism fairly intact. The words Johanna used in defense of her actions were reveal-
ing, “Joseph wouldn’t harm anyone. Rastas are just spiritual people, they don’t want 
anything to do with modern society, they just want to be left alone to do their own 
thing. Why can’t they [the villagers] see that?” Typically it takes my students some 
weeks before they begin to appreciate that they, like the Rastas, simply cannot al-
ways “do their own thing” without repercussions. 

 I now use Johanna’s story as a lesson for other field school students: communities 
are never as homogeneous as they seem; be sensitive to class and status differences; 
think about how your actions and relationships could be viewed by others because not 
everybody perceives the world the way you do.  3   

        Study and Review on myanthrolab.com            

  Review Questions 

              1.   What dose the term naive realism means? Give some examples from your own 
experience.   

    2.   What behavior by an American study abroad student offended the Barbadian vil-
lagers she lived with? Why was she surprised by their reaction?   

    3.   What did George Gmelch do to mediate the cross-cultural misunderstanding? 
How successful was it?   

    4.   What part does social class play in this event?   

    5.   Why is this story a good example of naïve realism?      

 3  Thelma, Johanna’s homestay mother, has since housed several other students. Johanna went on to 
graduate school and is now teaching theater at a small college in New England. 
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 Culture is a system of symbols that allows us to represent and communi-
cate our experience. We are surrounded by symbols: the flag, a new automobile, 
a diamond ring, billboard pictures, and, of course, spoken words. 

 A  symbol  is anything that we can perceive with our senses that stands for some-
thing else. Almost anything we experience can come to have symbolic meaning. Every 
symbol has a referent that it calls to our attention. The term  lawn,  for example, refers 
to a field of grass plants. When we communicate with symbols, we call attention not 
only to the referent but also to numerous connotations of the symbol. In U.S. culture 
we associate lawns with places such as homes and golf courses; actions such as mow-
ing, fertilizing, and raking; and activities such as backyard games and barbeques. Hu-
man beings have the capacity to assign meaning to anything they experience in an 
arbitrary fashion, which allows limitless possibilities for communication. 

 Symbols greatly simplify the task of communication. Once we learn that a word 
such as  barn,  for example, stands for a certain type of building, we can communicate 
about a whole range of specific buildings that fit into the category. And we can com-
municate about barns in their absence; we can even invent flying barns and dream 
about barns. Symbols make it possible to communicate the immense variety of hu-
man experience, whether past or present, tangible or intangible, good or bad. 

 Many channels are available to human beings for symbolic communication: 
sound, sight, touch, and smell. Language, our most highly developed communica-
tion system, uses the channel of sound (or, for some deaf people, sight).  Language  is 
a system of cultural knowledge used to generate and interpret speech. It is a feature 
of every culture and a distinctive characteristic of the human animal.  Speech  refers 
to the behavior that produces vocal sounds. Our distinction between language and 
speech is like the one made between culture and behavior. Language is part of culture, 
the system of knowledge that generates behavior. Speech is the behavior generated 
and interpreted by language. 

 Every language is composed of three subsystems for dealing with 
vocal symbols: phonology, grammar, and semantics. Let’s look briefly at each of these. 

  Phonology  consists of the categories and rules for forming vocal symbols. It is 
concerned not directly with meaning but with the formation and recognition of the 
vocal sounds to which we assign meaning. For example, if you utter the word  bat,  you 
have followed a special set of rules for producing and ordering sound categories char-
acteristic of the English language. 

 A basic element defined by phonological rules for every language is the phoneme. 
 Phonemes  are the minimal categories of speech sounds that serve to keep utterances 
apart. For example, speakers of English know that the words  bat, cat, mat, hat, rat,  
and  fat  are different utterances because they hear the sounds /b/, /c/ (represented as 
/k/ by linguists), /m/, /h/, /r/, and /f/ as different categories of sounds. In English, each 
of these is a phoneme. Our language contains a limited number of phonemes from 
which we construct all our vocal symbols. 

 Phonemes are arbitrarily constructed, however. Each phoneme actually clas-
sifies slightly different sounds as though they were the same. Different languages 
may divide up the same range of speech sounds into different sound categories. For 
example, speakers of English treat the sound /t/ as a single phoneme. Hindi speak-
ers take the same general range and divide it into four phonemes: /t/, /t h /, /T/, and 
/T h /. (The lowercase  t ’s are made with the tongue against the front teeth, while the 
uppercase  T ’s are made by touching the tongue to the roof of the mouth further back 
than would be normal for an English speaker. The  h  indicates a puff of air, called 
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 aspiration,  associated with the  t  sound.) Americans are likely to miss important dis-
tinctions among Hindi words because they hear these four different phonemes as 
a single one. Hindi speakers, on the other hand, tend to hear more than one sound 
category as they listen to English speakers pronounce  t ’s. The situation is reversed 
for /w/ and /v/. We treat these as two phonemes, whereas Hindi speakers hear them 
as one. For them, the English words  wine  and  vine  sound the same. 

 Phonology also includes rules for ordering different sounds. Even when we try 
to talk nonsense, we usually create words that follow English phonological rules. 
It would be unlikely, for example, for us ever to begin a word with the phoneme 
/ng/—usually written in English as “ing.” It must come at the end or in the middle 
of words. 

 Grammar is the second subsystem of language.  Grammar  refers to the catego-
ries and rules for combining vocal symbols. No grammar contains rules for combin-
ing every word or element of meaning in the language. If this were the case, grammar 
would be so unwieldy that no one could learn all the rules in a lifetime. Every gram-
mar deals with  categories  of symbols, such as the ones we call  nouns  and  verbs.  Once 
you know the rules covering a particular category, you can use it in appropriate 
combinations. 

  Morphemes  are the categories in any language that carry meaning. They are 
minimal units of meaning that cannot be subdivided. Morphemes occur in more 
complex patterns than you may think. The term  bats,  for example, is actually two 
morphemes, /bat/ meaning a flying mammal and /s/ meaning plural. Even more con-
fusing, two different morphemes may have the same sound shape. /Bat/ can refer to a 
wooden club used in baseball as well as a flying mammal. 

 The third subsystem of every language is semantics.  Semantics  refers to the cat-
egories and rules for relating vocal symbols to their referents. Like the rules of gram-
mar, semantic rules are simple instructions for combining things; they instruct us to 
combine words with what they refer to. A symbol can be said to  refer  because it fo-
cuses our attention and makes us take account of something. For example, /bat/ refers 
to a family of flying mammals, as we have already noted. 

 Language regularly occurs in a social context, and to understand its use fully it 
is important to recognize its relation to sociolinguistic rules.  Sociolinguistic rules  
combine meaningful utterances with social situations into appropriate messages. 

 Although language is the most important human vehicle for communication, 
almost anything we can sense may represent a  nonlinguistic symbol  that conveys 
meaning. The way we sit, how we use our eyes, how we dress, the car we own, the 
number of bathrooms in our house—all these things carry symbolic meaning. We 
learn what they mean as we acquire culture. Indeed, a major reason we feel so un-
comfortable when we enter a group from a strange culture is our inability to decode 
our host’s symbolic world. 

 Anthropological linguists also focus on the ways people use metaphors and frame 
discourses when they speak.  Metaphors  represent a comparison, usually linguistic, 
that suggests how two things that are not alike in most ways are similar in another. For 
example, we often link passion (affection and hatred) with temperature, as in affec-
tion is warm and hatred is cold.  Frames   are social constructions of social phenomena. 
Social frames are often created by media sources, political movements or other social 
groups to present a particular point of view about something . People can construct 
frames to advance a particular message they want listeners to hear. Advertisers are 
expert at creating frames consisting of metaphors that project a message they hope 
will sell products. For example, a TV ad for a sleep aid is set with a dark background 
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  Key Terms 

(night), with a luminescent green Luna moth gently flitting through it, and a quiet 
soothing voiceover. They create a sleep frame by linking darkness, a delicate and soft 
animal, and quietness, all suggesting restfulness, with the drug they are trying to sell. 
In short, they put the sleep aid in the frame we normally associate with sleep. 

 The articles in Part Two illustrate several important aspects of language and com-
munication. The first article, by Laura Bohannan, illustrates a classic case of cross-
cultural miscommunication. When she tells the classic story of Hamlet to African Tiv 
elders, the story takes on an entirely different meaning as the Tiv use their own cul-
tural knowledge in its interpretation. Guy Deutscher discusses the validity of a classic 
theory first proposed by Benjamin Lee Whorf in the second article. Whorf asserted 
that one’s language controls how one thinks and perceives the world. Whorf’s critics 
argued that people everywhere can think about and perceive the same things despite 
their language’s grammar and vocabulary. Deutscher concludes that the truth actually 
lies somewhere in between these extremes. The third article, by Sarah Boxer, describes 
how the U.S. military tries to frame military operations by naming them with positive 
metaphors. However, she notes how difficult the task is as metaphors can have both 
positive and negative images. In the final article, Deborah Tannen, illustrates another 
aspect of language—conversation styles. Focusing on the different speaking styles of 
men and women in the workplace, she describes and analyzes how conversational 
styles themselves carry meaning and unwittingly lead to misunderstanding. 

 frames p.  39   
grammar p.  39   
language p.  38   
metaphors p.  39   
morphemes p.  39   
nonlinguistic symbols p.  39   

phonemes p.  38   
phonology p.  38   
semantics p.  39   
sociolinguistic rules p.  39   
speech p.  38   
symbol p.  38    
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  5 
 Shakespeare in the Bush 
      Laura Bohannan    

 All of us use the cultural knowledge we acquire as members of our own society to organize 
our perception and behavior. Most of us are also naive realists: we tend to believe our cul-
ture mirrors a reality shared by everyone. But cultures are different, and other people rarely 
behave or interpret experience according to our cultural plan. In this article, Laura Bohannan 
describes her attempt to tell the classic story of Hamlet to Tiv elders in West Africa. At each 
turn in the story, the Tiv interpret the events and motives in Hamlet using their own cul-
tural knowledge. The result is a very different version of the classic play and an excellent 
example of cross-cultural miscommunication.  *   

         Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com            

 Just before I left Oxford for the Tiv in West Africa, conversation turned to the season at Strat-
ford. “You Americans,” said a friend, “often have difficulty with Shakespeare. He was, after 
all, a very English poet, and one can easily misinterpret the universal by misunderstanding 
the particular.” 

 I protested that human nature is pretty much the same the whole world over; at least 
the general plot and motivation of the greater tragedies would always be clear—everywhere—
although some details of custom might have to be explained and difficulties of translation 
might produce other slight changes. To end an argument we could not conclude, my friend 

 *  From Laura Bohannan, “Shakespeare in the Bush.” Used by permission. 
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gave me a copy of  Hamlet  to study in the African bush: it would, he hoped, lift my 
mind above its primitive surroundings, and possibly I might, by prolonged medita-
tion, achieve the grace of correct interpretation. 

 It was my second field trip to that African tribe, and I thought myself ready 
to live in one of its remote sections—an area difficult to cross even on foot. I 
eventually settled on the hillock of a very knowledgeable old man, the head of a 
homestead of some hundred and forty people, all of whom were either his close 
relatives or their wives and children. Like the other elders of the vicinity, the old 
man spent most of his time performing ceremonies seldom seen these days in the 
more  accessible parts of the tribe. I was delighted. Soon there would be three 
months of enforced isolation and leisure, between the harvest that takes place just 
before the rising of the swamps and the clearing of new farms when the water goes 
down. Then, I thought, they would have even more time to perform ceremonies 
and explain them to me. 

 I was quite mistaken. Most of the ceremonies demanded the presence of elders 
from several homesteads. As the swamps rose, the old men found it too difficult to walk 
from one homestead to the next, and the ceremonies gradually ceased. As the swamps 
rose even higher, all activities but one came to an end. The women brewed beer from 
maize and millet. Men, women, and children sat on their hillocks and drank it. 

 People began to drink at dawn. By midmorning the whole homestead was sing-
ing, dancing, and drumming. When it rained, people had to sit inside their huts: there 
they drank and sang or they drank and told stories. In any case, by noon or before, 
I either had to join the party or retire to my own hut and my books. “One does not 
discuss serious matters when there is beer. Come, drink with us.” Since I lacked their 
capacity for the thick native beer, I spent more and more time with  Hamlet.  Before the 
end of the second month, grace descended on me. I was quite sure that  Hamlet  had 
only one possible interpretation, and that one universally obvious. 

 Early every morning, in the hope of having some serious talk before the beer 
party, I used to call on the old man at his reception hut—a circle of posts supporting 
a thatched roof above a low mud wall to keep out wind and rain. One day I crawled 
through the low doorway and found most of the men of the homestead sitting hud-
dled in their ragged cloths on stools, low plank beds, and reclining chairs, warming 
themselves against the chill of the rain around a smoky fire. In the center were three 
pots of beer. The party had started. 

 The old man greeted me cordially. “Sit down and drink.” I accepted a large cala-
bash full of beer, poured some into a small drinking gourd, and tossed it down. Then 
I poured some more into the same gourd for the man second in seniority to my host 
before I handed my calabash over to a young man for further distribution. Important 
people shouldn’t ladle beer themselves. 

 “It is better like this,” the old man said, looking at me approvingly and plucking 
at the thatch that had caught in my hair. “You should sit and drink with us more of-
ten. Your servants tell me that when you are not with us, you sit inside your hut look-
ing at a paper.” 

 The old man was acquainted with four kinds of “papers”: tax receipts, bride 
price receipts, court fee receipts, and letters. The messenger who brought him let-
ters from the chief used them mainly as a badge of office, for he always knew what 
was in them and told the old man. Personal letters for the few who had relatives in 
the government or mission stations were kept until someone went to a large market 
where there was a letter writer and reader. Since my arrival, letters were brought 
to me to be read. A few men also brought me bride price receipts, privately, with 
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requests to change the figures to a higher sum. I found moral arguments were of no 
avail, since in-laws are fair game, and the technical hazards of forgery difficult to 
explain to an illiterate people. I did not wish them to think me silly enough to look 
at any such papers for days on end, and I hastily explained that my “paper” was one 
of the “things of long ago” of my country. 

 “Ah,” said the old men. “Tell us.” 
 I protested that I was not a storyteller. Storytelling is a skilled art among them; 

their standards are high, and the audiences critical—and vocal in their criticism. 
I protested in vain. This morning they wanted to hear a story while they drank. They 
threatened to tell me no more stories until I told them one of mine. Finally, the old 
man promised that no one would criticize my style “for we know you are struggling 
with our language.” “But,” put in one of the elders, “you must explain what we do 
not understand, as we do when we tell you our stories.” Realizing that here was my 
chance to prove  Hamlet  universally intelligible, I agreed. 

 The old man handed me some more beer to help me on with my storytelling. 
Men filled their long wooden pipes and knocked coals from the fire to place in the 
pipe bowls; then, puffing contentedly, they sat back to listen. I began in the proper 
style, “Not yesterday, not yesterday, but long ago, a thing occurred. One night three 
men were keeping watch outside the homestead of the great chief, when suddenly 
they saw the former chief approach them.” 

 “Why was he no longer their chief?” 
 “He was dead,” I explained. “That is why they were troubled and afraid when 

they saw him.” 
 “Impossible,” began one of the elders, handing his pipe on to his neighbor, 

who interrupted, “Of course it wasn’t the dead chief. It was an omen sent by a 
witch. Go on.” 

 Slightly shaken, I continued. “One of these three was a man who knew things”—
the closest translation for scholar, but unfortunately it also meant witch. The second 
elder looked triumphantly at the first. “So he spoke to the dead chief, saying, ‘Tell us 
what we must do so you may rest in your grave,’ but the dead chief did not answer. He 
vanished, and they could see him no more. Then the man who knew things—his name 
was Horatio—said this event was the affair of the dead chief’s son, Hamlet.” 

 There was a general shaking of heads around the circle. “Had the dead chief no 
living brothers? Or was this son the chief?” “No,” I replied. “That is, he had one living 
brother who became the chief when the elder brother died.” 

 The old men muttered: such omens were matters for chiefs and elders, not for 
youngsters; no good could come of being behind a chief’s back; clearly Horatio was 
not a man who knew things. 

 “Yes, he was,” I insisted, shooing a chicken away from my beer. “In our country 
the son is next to the father. The dead chief’s younger brother had become the great 
chief. He had also married his elder brother’s widow only about a month after the 
funeral.” 

 “He did well,” the old man beamed and announced to the others, “I told you that 
if we knew more about Europeans, we would find they really were very like us. In 
our country also,” he added to me, “the younger brother marries the elder brother’s 
widow and becomes the father of his children. Now, if your uncle, who married your 
widowed mother, is your father’s full brother, then he will be a real father to you. Did 
Hamlet’s father and uncle have one mother?” 

 His question barely penetrated my mind; I was too upset and thrown too far off 
balance by having one of the most important elements of  Hamlet  knocked straight out 
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of the picture. Rather uncertainly I said that I thought they had the same mother, but 
I wasn’t sure—the story didn’t say. The old man told me severely that these genea-
logical details made all the difference and that when I got home I must ask the elders 
about it. He shouted out the door to one of his younger wives to bring his goatskin bag. 

 Determined to save what I could of the mother motif, I took a deep breath and 
began again. “The son Hamlet was very sad because his mother had married again so 
quickly. There was no need for her to do so, and it is our custom for a widow not to go 
to her next husband until she has mourned for two years.” 

 “Two years is too long,” objected the wife, who had appeared with the old man’s 
battered goatskin bag. “Who will hoe your farms for you while you have no husband?” 

 “Hamlet,” I retorted without thinking, “was old enough to hoe his mother’s 
farms himself. There was no need for her to remarry.” No one looked convinced. 
I gave up. “His mother and the great chief told Hamlet not to be sad, for the great 
chief himself would be a father to Hamlet. Furthermore, Hamlet would be the 
next chief: therefore he must stay to learn the things of a chief. Hamlet agreed to 
remain, and all the rest went off to drink beer.” 

 While I paused, perplexed at how to render Hamlet’s disgusted soliloquy to an 
audience convinced that Claudius and Gertrude had behaved in the best possible 
manner, one of the younger men asked me who had married the other wives of the 
dead chief. 

 “He had no other wives,” I told him. 
 “But a chief must have many wives! How else can he brew beer and prepare food 

for all his guests?” 
 I said firmly that in our country even chiefs had only one wife, that they had 

servants to do their work, and that they paid them from tax money. 
 It was better, they returned, for a chief to have many wives and sons who would 

help him hoe his farms and feed his people; then everyone loved the chief who gave 
much and took nothing—taxes were a bad thing. 

 I agreed with the last comment, but for the rest fell back on their favorite way of 
fobbing off my questions: “That is the way it is done, so that is how we do it.” 

 I decided to skip the soliloquy. Even if Claudius was here thought quite right to 
marry his brother’s widow, there remained the poison motif, and I knew they would 
disapprove of fratricide. More hopefully I resumed, “That night Hamlet kept watch 
with the three who had seen his dead father. The dead chief again appeared, and al-
though the others were afraid, Hamlet followed his dead father off to one side. When 
they were alone, Hamlet’s dead father spoke.” 

 “Omens can’t talk!” The old man was emphatic. 
 “Hamlet’s dead father wasn’t an omen. Seeing him might have been an omen, 

but he was not.” My audience looked as confused as I sounded. “It  was  Hamlet’s dead 
father. It was a thing we call a ‘ghost.’ “ I had to use the English word, for unlike many 
of the neighboring tribes, these people didn’t believe in the survival after death of any 
individuating part of the personality. 

 “What is a ‘ghost’? An omen?” 
 “No, a ‘ghost’ is someone who is dead but who walks around and can talk, and 

people can hear him and see him but not touch him.” 
 They objected. “One can touch zombis.” 
 “No, no! It was not a dead body the witches had animated to sacrifice and eat. 

No one else made Hamlet’s dead father walk. He did it himself.” 
 “Dead men can’t walk,” protested my audience as one man. 
 I was quite willing to compromise. “A ‘ghost’ is a dead man’s shadow.” 
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 But again they objected. “Dead men cast no shadows.” 
 “They do in my country,” I snapped. 
 The old man quelled the babble of disbelief that rose immediately and told me 

with that insincere, but courteous, agreement one extends to the fancies of the young, 
ignorant, and superstitious, “No doubt in your country the dead can also walk with-
out being zombis.” From the depths of his bag he produced a withered fragment of 
kola nut, bit off one end to show it wasn’t poisoned, and handed me the rest as a peace 
offering. 

 “Anyhow,” I resumed, “Hamlet’s dead father said that his own brother, the one 
who became chief, had poisoned him. He wanted Hamlet to avenge him. Hamlet be-
lieved this in his heart, for he did not like his father’s brother.” I took another swallow 
of beer. “In the country of the great chief, living in the same homestead, for it was a 
very large one, was an important elder who was often with the chief to advise and 
help him. His name was Polonius. Hamlet was courting his daughter, but her father 
and her brother . . . [I cast hastily about for some tribal analogy] warned her not to let 
Hamlet visit her when she was alone on her farm, for he would be a great chief and so 
could not marry her.” 

 “Why not?” asked the wife, who had settled down on the edge of the old man’s 
chair. He frowned at her for asking stupid questions and growled, “They lived in the 
same homestead.” 

 “That was not the reason,” I informed them. “Polonius was a stranger who lived 
in the homestead because he helped the chief, not because he was a relative.” 

 “Then why couldn’t Hamlet marry her?” 
 “He could have,” I explained, “but Polonius didn’t think he would. After all, 

Hamlet was a man of great importance who ought to marry a chief’s daughter, for in 
his country a man could have only one wife. Polonius was afraid that if Hamlet made 
love to his daughter, then no one else would give a high price for her.” 

 “That might be true,” remarked one of the shrewder elders, “but a chief’s son 
would give his mistress’s father enough presents and patronage to more than make up 
the difference. Polonius sounds like a fool to me.” 

 “Many people think he was,” I agreed. “Meanwhile Polonius sent his son Laertes 
off to Paris to learn the things of that country, for it was the homestead of a very 
great chief indeed. Because he was afraid that Laertes might waste a lot of money 
on beer and women and gambling, or get into trouble by fighting, he sent one of 
his servants to Paris secretly, to spy out what Laertes was doing. One day Hamlet 
came upon Polonius’s daughter Ophelia. He behaved so oddly he frightened her. 
Indeed”—I was fumbling for words to express the dubious quality of Hamlet’s mad-
ness— “the chief and many others had also noticed that when Hamlet talked one 
could understand the words but not what they meant. Many people thought that he 
had become mad.” My audience suddenly became much more attentive. “The great 
chief wanted to know what was wrong with Hamlet, so he sent for two of Hamlet’s 
age mates [school friends would have taken long explanation] to talk to Hamlet 
and find out what troubled his heart. Hamlet, seeing that they had been bribed by 
the chief to betray him, told them nothing. Polonius, however, insisted that 
Hamlet was mad because he had been forbidden to see Ophelia, whom he loved.” 

 “Why,” inquired a bewildered voice, “should anyone bewitch Hamlet on that 
account?” 

 “Bewitch him?” 
 “Yes, only witchcraft can make anyone mad, unless, of course, one sees the beings 

that lurk in the forest.” 
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 I stopped being a storyteller, took out my notebook and demanded to 
be told more about these two causes of madness. Even while they spoke and 
I jotted notes, I tried to calculate the effect of this new factor on the plot. Hamlet had 
not been exposed to the beings that lurk in the forest. Only his relatives in the male 
line could bewitch him. Barring relatives not mentioned by Shakespeare, it had to be 
Claudius who was attempting to harm him. And, of course, it was. 

 For the moment I staved off questions by saying that the great chief also refused 
to believe that Hamlet was mad for the love of Ophelia and nothing else. “He was sure 
that something much more important was troubling Hamlet’s heart.” 

 “Now Hamlet’s age mates,” I continued, “had brought with them a famous sto-
ryteller. Hamlet decided to have this man tell the chief and all his homestead a story 
about the man who had poisoned his brother because he desired his brother’s wife and 
wished to be chief himself. Hamlet was sure the great chief could not hear the story 
without making a sign if he was indeed guilty, and then he would discover whether his 
dead father had told him the truth.” 

 The old man interrupted, with deep cunning. “Why should a father lie to his 
son?” he asked. 

 I hedged: “Hamlet wasn’t sure that it really was his dead father.” It was impos-
sible to say anything, in that language, about devil-inspired visions. 

 “You mean,” he said, “it actually was an omen, and he knew witches sometimes 
send false ones. Hamlet was a fool not to go to one skilled in reading omens and di-
vining the truth in the first place. A man-who-sees-the-truth could have told him how 
his father died, if he really had been poisoned, and if there was witchcraft in it; then 
Hamlet could have called the elders to settle the matter.” 

 The shrewd elder ventured to disagree. “Because his father’s brother was 
a great chief, one-who-sees-the-truth might therefore have been afraid to tell it. 
I think it was for that reason that a friend of Hamlet’s father—a witch and an elder—
sent an omen so his friend’s son would know. Was the omen true?” 

 “Yes,” I said, abandoning ghosts and the devil; a witch-sent omen it would have 
to be. “It was true, for when the storyteller was telling his tale before all the home-
stead, the great chief rose in fear. Afraid that Hamlet knew his secret, he planned to 
have him killed.” 

 The stage set of the next bit presented some difficulties of translation. I began 
cautiously. “The great chief told Hamlet’s mother to find out from her son what he 
knew. But because a woman’s children are always first in her heart, he had the impor-
tant elder Polonius hide behind a cloth that hung against the wall of Hamlet’s moth-
er’s sleeping hut. Hamlet started to scold his mother for what she had done.” 

 There was a shocked murmur from everyone. A man should never scold his 
mother. 

 “She called out in fear, and Polonius moved behind the cloth. Shouting ‘A rat!’ 
Hamlet took his machete and slashed through the cloth.” I paused for a dramatic ef-
fect. “He had killed Polonius!” 

 The old men looked at each other in supreme disgust. “That Polonius truly was a 
fool and a man who knew nothing! What child would not know enough to shout, ‘It’s 
me!’” With a pang, I remembered that these people are ardent hunters, always armed 
with bow, arrow, and machete; at the first rustle in the grass an arrow is aimed and 
ready, and the hunter shouts “Game!” If no human voice answers immediately, the ar-
row speeds on its way. Like a good hunter Hamlet had shouted, “A rat!” 

 I rushed in to save Polonius’s reputation. “Polonius did speak. Hamlet heard 
him. But he thought it was the chief and wished to kill him to avenge his father. He 
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had meant to kill him earlier that evening. . . .” I broke down, unable to describe to 
these pagans, who had no belief in individual afterlife, the difference between dying at 
one’s prayers and dying “unhousell’d, disappointed, unaneled.” 

 This time I had shocked my audience seriously. “For a man to raise his hands 
against his father’s brother and the one who has become his father—that is a terrible 
thing. The elders ought to let such a man be bewitched.” 

 I nibbled at my kola nut in some perplexity, then pointed out that after all the 
man had killed Hamlet’s father. 

 “No,” pronounced the old man, speaking less to me than to the young men sit-
ting behind the elders. “If your father’s brother has killed your father, you must appeal 
to your father’s age mates;  they  may avenge him. No man may use violence against his 
senior relatives.” Another thought struck him. “But if his father’s brother had indeed 
been wicked enough to bewitch Hamlet and make him mad, that would be a good 
story indeed, for it would be his fault that Hamlet, being mad, no longer had any 
sense and thus was ready to kill his father’s brother.” 

 There was a murmur of applause.  Hamlet  was again a good story to them, but it no 
longer seemed quite the same story to me. As I thought over the coming complications 
of plot and motive, I lost courage and decided to skim over dangerous ground quickly. 

 “The great chief,” I went on, “was not sorry that Hamlet had killed Polonius. 
It gave him a reason to send Hamlet away, with his two treacherous age mates, with 
letters to a chief of a far country, saying that Hamlet should be killed. But Hamlet 
changed the writing on their papers, so that the chief killed his age mates instead.” 
I encountered a reproachful glare from one of the men whom I had told undetectable 
forgery was not merely immoral but beyond human skill. I looked the other way. 

 “Before Hamlet could return, Laertes came back for his father’s funeral. The 
great chief told him Hamlet had killed Polonius. Laertes swore to kill Hamlet because 
of this; and because his sister Ophelia, hearing her father had been killed by the man 
she loved, went mad and drowned in the river.” 

 “Have you already forgotten what we told you?” The old man was reproachful. 
“One cannot take vengeance on a madman; Hamlet killed Polonius in his madness. 
As for the girl, she not only went mad, she was drowned. Only witches can make 
people drown. Water itself can’t hurt anything. It is merely something one drinks and 
bathes in.” 

 I began to get cross. “If you don’t like the story, I’ll stop.” 
 The old man made soothing noises and himself poured me some more beer. “You 

tell the story well, and we are listening. But it is clear that the elders of your country 
have never told you what the story really means. No, don’t interrupt! We believe you 
when you say your marriage customs are different, or your clothes and weapons. But 
people are the same everywhere; therefore, there are always witches and it is we, the 
elders, who know how witches work. We told you it was the great chief who wished to 
kill Hamlet, and now your own words have proved us right. Who were Ophelia’s male 
relatives?” 

 “There were only her father and her brother.” Hamlet was clearly out of my 
hands. 

 “There must have been many more; this also you must ask of your elders when 
you get back to your country. From what you tell us, since Polonius was dead, it must 
have been Laertes who killed Ophelia, although I do not see the reason for it.” 

 We had emptied one pot of beer, and the old men argued the point with slightly 
tipsy interest. Finally one of them demanded of me, “What did the servant of Polonius 
say on his return?” 
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 With difficulty I recollected Reynaldo and his mission. “I don’t think he did re-
turn before Polonius was killed.” 

 “Listen,” said the elder, “and I will tell you how it was and how your story will go, 
then you may tell me if I am right. Polonius knew his son would get into trouble, and 
so he did. He had many fines to pay for fighting, and debts from gambling. But he had 
only two ways of getting money quickly. One was to marry off his sister at once, but it 
is difficult to find a man who will marry a woman desired by the son of a chief. For if 
the chief’s heir commits adultery with your wife, what can you do? Only a fool calls a 
case against a man who will someday be his judge. Therefore Laertes had to take the 
second way: he killed his sister by witchcraft, drowning her so he could secretly sell 
her body to the witches.” 

 I raised an objection. “They found her body and buried it. Indeed Laertes jumped 
into the grave to see his sister once more—so, you see, the body was truly there. Hamlet, 
who had just come back, jumped in after him.” 

 “What did I tell you?” The elder appealed to the others. “Laertes was up to no 
good with his sister’s body. Hamlet prevented him, because the chief’s heir, like a 
chief, does not wish any other man to grow rich and powerful. Laertes would be an-
gry, because he would have killed his sister without benefit to himself. In our country 
he would try to kill Hamlet for that reason. Is this not what happened?” 

 “More or less,” I admitted. “When the great chief found Hamlet was still alive, he 
encouraged Laertes to try to kill Hamlet and arranged a fight with machetes between 
them. In the fight both the young men were wounded to death. Hamlet’s mother drank 
the poisoned beer that the chief meant for Hamlet in case he won the fight. When he 
saw his mother die of poison, Hamlet, dying, managed to kill his father’s brother with 
his machete.” 

 “You see, I was right!” exclaimed the elder. 
 “That was a very good story,” added the old man, “and you told it with very few 

mistakes. There was just one more error, at the very end. The poison Hamlet’s mother 
drank was obviously meant for the survivor of the fight, whichever it was. If Laertes 
had won, the great chief would have poisoned him, for no one would know that he 
arranged Hamlet’s death. Then, too, he need not fear Laertes’s witchcraft; it takes a 
strong heart to kill one’s only sister by witchcraft. 

 “Sometime,” concluded the old man, gathering his ragged toga about him, “you 
must tell us some more stories of your country. We, who are elders, will instruct 
you in their true meaning, so that when you return to your own land your elders will 
see that you have not been sitting in the bush, but among those who know things 
and who have taught you wisdom.”  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com            

  Review Questions 

 1.    In what ways does Bohannan’s attempt to tell the story of Hamlet to the Tiv il-
lustrate the concept of naive realism?   

 2.    Using Bohannan’s experience of telling the story of  Hamlet  to the Tiv and the re-
sponse of the Tiv elders to her words, illustrate cross-cultural misunderstanding.   

 3.    What are the most important parts of  Hamlet  that the Tiv found it necessary to 
reinterpret?        
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  Whorf Revisited: 
You Are What You Speak 
      Guy Deutscher     

Does a society’s language require a particular reality for its speakers, one that restricts 
how its members can think and act? This was the assertion made by Benjamin Lee Whorf 
who, with the encouragement of Yale’s distinguished cultural anthropologist and linguist, 
Edward Sapir, originated the idea over seventy years ago. The resulting Sapir-Whorf hypoth-
esis has been a point of interest and contention ever since. To illustrate, Whorf observed 
that the Hopi language, unlike English, lacked a future and past tense. As a result, he ar-
gued, English speakers could establish a deadline for building a house, whereas Hopi Indi-
ans, constrained by their language, had no sense of lineal time. Thus they would not be able 
to set a completion date for a task such as weaving a basket. 

 Many scholars rejected Whorf’s argument. If it were true, they argued, people would 
never be able to learn anything new. They cited evidence that despite linguistic differences, 
speakers of different languages can still make similar distinctions among things. For exam-
ple, if Germans say they are going to spend time with a neighbor, their language requires 
them to indicate the sex of that person, whereas English ignores this identity feature. But 
this doesn’t mean that English speakers cannot express neighbor’s gender in their language. 
It merely means that their language does not require them to do so. 

 However, there is growing evidence that people’s language predisposes them to focus 
on some things rather than others, as Guy Deutscher argues in this article. For example, he 
notes that many languages project gender on objects and their speakers often come to think 
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of them that way. Using this and other examples based on gender, direction, and 
color, he concludes that Whorf’s view of languages as a prison house for our rea-
soning and critics who say we all think alike are both wrong. Instead, the answer 
lies somewhere in between.        *

     Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com        

 Seventy years ago, in 1940, a popular science magazine published a short article that 
set in motion one of the trendiest intellectual fads of the 20th century. 

 At first glance, there seemed little about the article to augur its subsequent celeb-
rity. Neither the title, “Science and Linguistics,” nor the magazine, M.I.T.’s Technology 
Review, was most people’s idea of glamour. And the author, a chemical engineer who 
worked for an insurance company and moonlighted as an anthropology lecturer at 
Yale University, was an unlikely candidate for international superstardom. And yet 
Benjamin Lee Whorf let loose an alluring idea about language’s power over the mind, 
and his stirring prose seduced a whole generation into believing that our mother 
tongue restricts what we are able to think. 

 In particular, Whorf announced, Native American languages impose on their 
speakers a picture of reality that is totally different from ours, so their speakers would 
simply not be able to understand some of our most basic concepts, like the flow of time 
or the distinction between objects (like “stone”) and actions (like “fall”). For decades, 
Whorf’s theory dazzled both academics and the general public alike. In his shadow, oth-
ers made a whole range of imaginative claims about the supposed power of language, 
from the assertion that Native American languages instill in their speakers an intuitive 
understanding of Einstein’s concept of time as a fourth dimension to the theory that the 
nature of the Jewish religion was determined by the tense system of ancient Hebrew. 

 Eventually, Whorf’s theory crash-landed on hard facts and solid common sense, 
when it transpired that there had never actually been any evidence to support his fan-
tastic claims. The reaction was so severe that for decades, any attempts to explore the 
influence of the mother tongue on our thoughts were relegated to the loony fringes 
of disrepute. But 70 years on, it is surely time to put the trauma of Whorf behind us. 
And in the last few years, new research has revealed that when we learn our mother 
tongue, we do after all acquire certain habits of thought that shape our experience in 
significant and often surprising ways. 

 Whorf, we now know, made many mistakes. The most serious one was to as-
sume that our mother tongue constrains our minds and prevents us from being able 
to think certain thoughts. The general structure of his arguments was to claim that if 
a language has no word for a certain concept, then its speakers would not be able to 
understand this concept. If a language has no future tense, for instance, its speakers 
would simply not be able to grasp our notion of future time. It seems barely com-
prehensible that this line of argument could ever have achieved such success, given 
that so much contrary evidence confronts you wherever you took. When you ask, in 
perfectly normal English, and in the present tense, “Are you coming tomorrow?” do 
you feel your grip on the notion of futurity slipping away? Do English speakers who 
have never heard the German word  Schadenfreude  find it difficult to understand the 
concept of relishing someone else’s misfortune? Or think about it this way: If the in-
ventory of ready-made words in your language determined which concepts you were 
able to understand, how would you ever learn anything new? 

 *  You Are What You Speak, Guy Deutscher, New York Times Magazine, August 29, 2010. 
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  Since there is no evidence that any language forbids its speakers to think any-
thing, we must look in an entirely different direction to discover how our mother 
tongue really does shape our experience of the world. Some 50 years ago, the re-
nowned linguist Roman Jakobson pointed out a crucial fact about differences be-
tween languages in a pithy maxim: “Languages differ essentially in what they  must  
convey and not in what they  may  convey.” This maxim offers us the key to unlocking 
the real force of the mother tongue: if different languages influence our minds in dif-
ferent ways, this is not because of what our language  allows  us to think but rather 
because of what it habitually  obliges  us to think  about . 

 Consider this example. Suppose I say to you in English that “I spent yesterday 
evening with a neighbor.” You may well wonder whether my companion was male or 
female, but I have the right to tell you politely that it’s none of your business. But if 
we were speaking French or German, I wouldn’t have the privilege to equivocate in 
this way, because I would be obliged by the grammar of language to choose between 
 voisin  or  voisine ;  Nachbar  or  Nachbarin . These languages compel me to inform you 
about the sex of my companion whether or not I feel it is remotely your concern. This 
does not mean, of course, that English speakers are unable to understand the differ-
ences between evenings spent with male or female neighbors, but it does mean that 
they do not have to consider the sexes of neighbors, friends, teachers and a host of 
other persons each time they come up in a conversation, whereas speakers of some 
languages are obliged to do so. 

 On the other hand, English does oblige you to specify certain types of informa-
tion that can be left to the context in other languages. If I want to tell you in English 
about a dinner with my neighbor, I may not have to mention the neighbor’s sex, but I 
do have to tell you something about the timing of the event: I have to decide whether 
we  dined, have been dining, are dining, will be dining  and so on. Chinese, on the other 
hand, does not oblige its speakers to specify the exact time of the action in this way, 
because the same verb form can be used for past, present or future actions. Again, 
this does not mean that the Chinese are unable to understand the concept of time. 
But it does mean they are not obliged to think about timing whenever they describe 
an action. 

 When your language routinely obliges you to specify certain types of informa-
tion, it forces you to be attentive to certain details in the world and to certain aspects 
of experience that speakers of other languages may not be required to think about all 
the time. And since such habits of speech are cultivated from the earliest age, it is only 
natural that they can settle into habits of  mind  that go beyond language itself, affect-
ing your experiences, perceptions, associations, feelings, memories and orientation in 
the world. 

 But is there any evidence for this happening in practice? 
 Let’s take genders again. Languages like Spanish, French, German and Russian 

not only oblige you to think about the sex of friends and neighbors, but they also as-
sign a male or female gender to a whole range of inanimate objects quite at whim. 
What, for instance, is particularly feminine about a Frenchman’s beard ( la barbe )? 
Why is Russian water a she, and why does she become a he once you have dipped 
a tea bag into her? Mark Twain famously lamented such erratic genders as female 
turnips and neuter maidens in his rant “The Awful German Language.” But whereas 
he claimed that there was something particularly perverse about the German gender 
system, it is in fact English that is unusual, at least among European languages, in 
not treating turnips and tea cups as masculine or feminine. Languages that treat an 
inanimate object as a he or a she force their speakers to talk about such an object 
as if it were a man or a woman. And as anyone whose mother tongue has a gender 
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system will tell you, once the habit has taken hold, it is all but impossible to shake 
off. When I speak English, I may say about a bed that “it” is too soft, but as a native 
Hebrew speaker, I actually feel “she” is too soft. “She” stays feminine all the way 
from the lungs up to the glottis and is neutered only when she reaches the tip of the 
tongue. 

 In recent years, various experiments have shown that grammatical genders can 
shape the feelings and associations of speakers toward objects around them. In the 
1990s, for example, psychologists compared associations between speakers of Ger-
man and Spanish. There are many inanimate nouns whose genders in the two lan-
guages are reversed. A German bridge is feminine ( die Brücke ), for instance, but  el 
puente  is masculine in Spanish; and the same goes for clocks, apartments, forks, 
newspapers, pockets, shoulders, stamps, tickets, violins, the sun, the world and love. 
On the other hand, an apple is masculine for Germans but feminine in Spanish, and 
so are chairs, brooms, butterflies, keys, mountains, stars, tables, wars, rain and gar-
bage. When speakers were asked to grade various objects on a range of characteristics, 
Spanish speakers deemed bridges, clocks and violins to have more “manly properties” 
like strength, but Germans tended to think of them as more slender or elegant. With 
objects like mountains or chairs, which are “he” in German but “she” in Spanish, the 
effect was reversed. 

 In a different experiment, French and Spanish speakers were asked to assign 
human voices to various objects in a cartoon. When French speakers saw a picture of 
a fork ( la fourchette ), most of them wanted it to speak in a woman’s voice, but Span-
ish speakers, for whom  el tenedor  is masculine, preferred a gravelly male voice for it. 
More recently, psychologists have even shown that “gendered languages” imprint gen-
der traits for objects so strongly in the mind that these associations obstruct speakers’ 
ability to commit information to memory. 

 Of course, all this does not mean that speakers of Spanish or French or German 
fail to understand that inanimate objects do not really have biological sex—a Ger-
man woman rarely mistakes her husband for a hat, and Spanish men are not known 
to confuse a bed with what might be lying in it. Nonetheless, once gender conno-
tations have been imposed on impressionable young minds, they lead those with a 
gendered mother tongue to see the inanimate world through lenses tinted with asso-
ciations and emotional responses that English speakers—stuck in their monochrome 
desert of “its”—are entirely oblivious to. Did the opposite genders of “bridge” in Ger-
man and Spanish, for example, have an effect on the design of bridges in Spain and 
Germany? Do the emotional maps imposed by a gender system have higher-level 
behavioral consequences for our everyday life? Do they shape tastes, fashions, habits 
and preferences in the societies concerned? At the current state of our knowledge 
about the brain, this is not something that can be easily measured in a psychology 
lab. But it would be surprising if they didn’t. 

 The area where the most striking evidence for the influence of language on 
thought has come to light is the language of space—how we describe the orientation 
of the world around us. Suppose you want to give someone directions for getting to 
your house. You might say: “After the traffic lights, take the first left, then the second 
right, and then you’ll see a white house in front of you. Our door is on the right.” But 
in theory, you could also say: “After the traffic lights, drive north, and then on the sec-
ond crossing drive east, and you’ll see a white house directly to the east. Ours is the 
southern door.” These two sets of directions may describe the same route, but they 
rely on different systems of coordinates. The first uses  egocentric  coordinates, which 
depend on our own bodies: a left-right axis and a front-back axis orthogonal to it. The 
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second system uses fixed  geographic  directions, which do not rotate with us wherever 
we turn. 

 We find it useful to use geographic directions when hiking in the open coun-
tryside, for example, but the egocentric coordinates completely dominate our speech 
when we describe small-scale spaces. We don’t say: “When you get out of the elevator, 
walk south, and then take the second door to the east.” The reason the egocentric sys-
tem is so dominant in our language is that it feels so much easier and more natural. 
After all, we always know where “behind” or “in front of” us is. We don’t need a map 
or a compass to work it out, we just feel it, because the egocentric coordinates are 
based directly on our own bodies and our immediate visual fields. 

 But then a remote Australian aboriginal tongue, Guugu Yimithirr, from north 
Queensland, turned up, and with it came the astounding realization that not all lan-
guages conform to what we have always taken as simply “natural.” In fact, Guugu 
Yimithirr doesn’t make any use of egocentric coordinates at all. The anthropologist 
John Haviland and later the linguist Stephen Levinson have shown that Guugu Yim-
ithirr does not use words like “left” or “right,” “in front of” or “behind,” to describe 
the position of objects. Whenever we would use the egocentric system, the Guugu 
Yimithirr rely on cardinal directions. If they want you to move over on the car seat 
to make room, they’ll say “move a bit to the east.” To tell you where exactly they left 
something in your house, they’ll say, “I left it on the southern edge of the western 
table.” Or they would warn you to “look out for that big ant just north of your foot.” 
Even when shown a film on television, they gave descriptions of it based on the orien-
tation of the screen. If the television was facing north, and a man on the screen was 
approaching, they said that he was “coming northward.” 

 When these peculiarities of Guugu Yimithirr were uncovered, they inspired a 
large-scale research project into the language of space. And as it happens, Guugu 
Yimithirr is not a freak occurrence; languages that rely primarily on geographical co-
ordinates are scattered around the world, from Polynesia to Mexico, from Namibia 
to Bali. For us, it might seem the height of absurdity for a dance teacher to say, “Now 
raise your north hand and move your south leg eastward.” But the joke would be lost 
on some: the Canadian-American musicologist Colin McPhee, who spent several years 
on Bali in the 1930s, recalls a young boy who showed great talent for dancing. As 
there was no instructor in the child’s village, McPhee arranged for him to stay with a 
teacher in a different village. But when he came to check on the boy’s progress after 
a few days, he found the boy dejected and the teacher exasperated. It was impossible 
to teach the boy anything, because he simply did not understand any of the instruc-
tions. When told to take “three steps east” or “bend southwest,” he didn’t know what 
to do. The boy would not have had the least trouble with these directions in his own 
village, but because the landscape in the new village was entirely unfamiliar, he be-
came disoriented and confused. Why didn’t the teacher use different instructions? He 
would probably have replied that saying “take three steps forward’’ or “bend back-
ward” would be the height of absurdity. 

 So different languages certainly make us  speak  about space in very different 
ways. But does this necessarily mean that we have to  think  about space differently? 
By now red lights should be flashing, because even if a language doesn’t have a word 
for “behind,” this doesn’t necessarily mean that its speakers wouldn’t be able to un-
derstand this concept. Instead, we should look for the possible consequences of what 
geographic languages  oblige  their speakers to convey. In particular, we should be on 
the lookout for what habits of mind might develop because of the necessity of specify-
ing geographic directions all the time. 
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 In order to speak a language like Guugu Yimithirr, you need to know where the 
cardinal directions are at each and every moment of your waking life. You need to 
have a compass in your mind that operates all the time, day and night, without lunch 
breaks or weekends off, since otherwise you would not be able to impart the most ba-
sic information or understand what people around you are saying. Indeed, speakers 
of geographic languages seem to have an almost-superhuman sense of orientation. 
Regardless of visibility conditions, regardless of whether they are in thick forest or 
on an open plain, whether outside or indoors or even in caves, whether stationary or 
moving, they have a spot-on sense of direction. They don’t look at the sun and pause 
for a moment of calculation before they say, “There’s an ant just north of your foot.” 
They simply feel where north, south, west and east are, just as people with perfect 
pitch feel what each note is without having to calculate intervals. There is a wealth of 
stories about what to us may seem like incredible feats of orientation but for speak-
ers of geographic languages are just a matter of course. One report relates how a 
speaker of Tzeltal from southern Mexico was blindfolded and spun around more than 
20 times in a darkened house. Still blindfolded and dizzy, he pointed without hesita-
tion at the geographic directions. 

 The convention of communicating with geographic coordinates compels speak-
ers from the youngest age to pay attention to the clues from the physical environment 
(the position of the sun, wind and so on) every second of their lives, and to develop an 
accurate memory of their own changing orientations at any given moment. So every-
day communication in a geographic language provides the most intense imaginable 
drilling in geographic orientation (it has been estimated that as much as 1 word in 
10 in a normal Guugu Yimithirr conversation is “north,” “south,” “west” or “east,” 
often accompanied by precise hand gestures). This habit of constant awareness to 
the geographic direction is inculcated almost from infancy: studies have shown that 
children in such societies start using geographic directions as early as age 2 and fully 
master the system by 7 or 8. With such an early and intense drilling, the habit soon 
becomes second nature, effortless and unconscious. When Guugu Yimithirr speakers 
were asked how they knew where north is, they couldn’t explain it any more than you 
can explain how you know where “behind” is. 

 But there is more to the effects of a geographic language, for the sense of orien-
tation has to extend further in time than the immediate present. If you speak a Guugu 
Yimithirr-style language, your memories of anything that you might ever want to re-
port will have to be stored with cardinal directions as part of the picture. One Guugu 
Yimithirr speaker was filmed telling his friends the story of how in his youth, he cap-
sized in shark-infested waters. He and an older person were caught in a storm, and 
their boat tipped over. They both jumped into the water and managed to swim nearly 
three miles to the shore, only to discover that the missionary for whom they worked 
was far more concerned at the loss of the boat than relieved at their miraculous es-
cape. Apart from the dramatic content, the remarkable thing about the story was that 
it was remembered throughout in cardinal directions: the speaker jumped into the 
water on the western side of the boat, his companion to the east of the boat, they saw 
a giant shark swimming north and so on. Perhaps the cardinal directions were just 
made up for the occasion? Well, quite by chance, the same person was filmed some 
years later telling the same story. The cardinal directions matched exactly in the two 
tellings. Even more remarkable were the spontaneous hand gestures that accompa-
nied the story. For instance, the direction in which the boat rolled over was gestured 
in the correct geographic orientation, regardless of the direction the speaker was fac-
ing in the two films. 
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 Psychological experiments have also shown that under certain circumstances, 
speakers of Guugu Yimithirr-style languages even remember “the same reality” differ-
ently from us. There has been heated debate about the interpretation of some of these 
experiments, but one conclusion that seems compelling is that while we are trained 
to ignore directional rotations when we commit information to memory, speakers of 
geographic languages are trained not to do so. One way of understanding this is to 
imagine that you are traveling with a speaker of such a language and staying in a 
large chain-style hotel, with corridor upon corridor of identical-looking doors. Your 
friend is staying in the room opposite yours, and when you go into his room, you’ll 
see an exact replica of yours: the same bathroom door on the left, the same mirrored 
wardrobe on the right, the same main room with the same bed on the left, the same 
curtains drawn behind it, the same desk next to the wall on the right, the same televi-
sion set on the left corner of the desk and the same telephone on the right. In short, 
you have seen the same room twice. But when your friend comes into your room, he 
will see something quite different from this, because everything is reversed north-
side-south. In his room the bed was in the north, while in yours it is in the south; the 
telephone that in his room was in the west is now in the east, and so on. So while you 
will see and remember the same room twice, a speaker of a geographic language will 
see and remember two different rooms. 

 It is not easy for us to conceive how Guugu Yimithirr speakers experience the 
world, with a crisscrossing of cardinal directions imposed on any mental picture 
and any piece of graphic memory. Nor is it easy to speculate about how geographic 
languages affect areas of experience other than spatial orientation—whether they in-
fluence the speaker’s sense of identity, for instance, or bring about a less-egocentric 
outlook on life. But one piece of evidence is telling: if you saw a Guugu Yimithirr 
speaker pointing at himself, you would naturally assume he meant to draw attention 
to himself. In fact, he is pointing at a cardinal direction that happens to be behind his 
back. While we are always at the center of the world, and it would never occur to us 
that pointing in the direction of our chest could mean anything other than to draw at-
tention to ourselves, a Guugu Yimithirr speaker points through himself, as if he were 
thin air and his own existence were irrelevant. 

 In what other ways might the language we speak influence our experience of 
the world? Recently, it has been demonstrated in a series of ingenious experiments 
that we even perceive colors through the lens of our mother tongue. There are radical 
variations in the way languages carve up the spectrum of visible light; for example, 
green and blue are distinct colors in English but are considered shades of the same 
color in many languages. And it turns out that the colors that our language routinely 
obliges us to treat as distinct can refine our purely visual sensitivity to certain color 
differences in reality, so that our brains are trained to exaggerate the distance be-
tween shades of color if these have different names in our language. As strange as it 
may sound, our experience of a Chagall painting actually depends to some extent on 
whether our language has a word for blue. 

 In coming years, researchers may also be able to shed light on the impact of lan-
guage on more subtle areas of perception. For instance, some languages, like Matses 
in Peru, oblige their speakers, like the finickiest of lawyers, to specify exactly how 
they came to know about the facts they are reporting. You cannot simply say, as in 
English, “An animal passed here.” You have to specify, using a different verbal form, 
whether this was directly experienced (you saw the animal passing), inferred (you saw 
footprints), conjectured (animals generally pass there that time of day), hearsay or 
such. If a statement is reported with the incorrect “evidentiality,” it is considered a lie. 
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So if, for instance, you ask a Matses man how many wives he has, unless he can actu-
ally see his wives at that very moment, he would have to answer in the past tense and 
would say something like “There were two last time I checked.” After all, given that 
the wives are not present, he cannot be absolutely certain that one of them hasn’t died 
or run off with another man since he last saw them, even if this was only five min-
utes ago. So he cannot report it as a certain fact in the present tense. Does the need 
to think constantly about epistemology in such a careful and sophisticated manner 
inform the speakers’ outlook on life or their sense of truth and causation? When our 
experimental tools are less blunt, such questions will be amenable to empirical study. 

 For many years, our mother tongue was claimed to be a “prison house” that 
constrained our capacity to reason. Once it turned out that there was no evidence for 
such claims, this was taken as proof that people of all cultures think in fundamentally 
the same way. But surely it is a mistake to overestimate the importance of abstract 
reasoning in our lives. After all, how many daily decisions do we make on the basis of 
deductive logic compared with those guided by gut feeling, intuition, emotions, im-
pulse or practical skills? The habits of mind that our culture has instilled in us from 
infancy shape our orientation to the world and our emotional responses to the objects 
we encounter, and their consequences probably go far beyond what has been experi-
mentally demonstrated so far; they may also have a marked impact on our beliefs, 
values and ideologies. We may not know as yet how to measure these consequences 
directly or how to assess their contribution to cultural or political misunderstandings. 
But as a first step toward understanding one another, we can do better than pretend-
ing we all think the same.                    

Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

  Review Questions 

 1.    According to Deutscher, what is the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis and what did critics 
find wrong with it?   

 2.    English, as opposed to German and French, does not require speakers to state 
the gender of people, animals, and objects. How is the difference reflected in the 
way speakers of these languages think about people and other things?   

 3.    How does the language of geographic space vary and how do variations affect 
the way people perceive space and distance?   

 4.    Why did a dance teacher from the West have difficulty teaching a dance to a Ba-
linese child?      
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  Manipulating Meaning: 
The Military Name Game 
      Sarah Boxer     

It’s easy to take the act of conversation for granted. After all, one simply says what one 
means. But talk is much more complicated than that. For one thing, what you say depends 
on your social identity and that of the people you are addressing. For example, you nor-
mally would not greet the president of your college or university by saying, “How’s your ass, 
Bob?” Social situations also might require particular forms of speech. U.S. Senators do not 
refer to each other by name when they are on the Senate floor. Instead they will address each 
other as “the junior Senator from Minnesota,” depending on seniority and state. 

 Talking is made even more complex by the use of metaphors, the linking of one thing 
with another. Synonyms carry slightly different meanings, and we often choose one over an-
other to frame a discourse about something in a particular way. Framing might stem from 
a variety of motivations related to the impression we wish to give listeners. For example, be-
cause the word cripple seems harsh—one associated with deformity, lameness, and absence 
of ability—we regularly substitute the milder word handicapped in its place. 

 Framing is a regular feature of advertising and is also especially prevalent in politics. 
For example, in an effort to repeal a tax on the assets of deceased Americans, Republicans 
substituted the term death tax for the original estate tax. To tax inanimate estates is one 
thing but to tax death seems especially cruel. Or take the word war. Democratic president 
Lyndon Johnson used the term to emphasize the importance of winning the fight (notice 
the associated metaphors) against poverty. The resultant “war on poverty” phrase became 
a model for naming other important policy initiatives. We engaged (and still fight) the “war 
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on drugs,” “the war on cancer,” and recently, “the war on terrorism.” In the last 
case, the term war has been taken more literally to mean actual war (conflict be-
tween states) in regard to Iraq. 

 Especially articulate individuals can create word images on their feet, but 
corporations and government agencies often institutionalize the process of fram-
ing. This selection, by Sarah Boxer, traces the history of one such bureaucratic 
process—the naming of military operations by members of the U.S. armed forces. 
Challenged by the need to generate public support for military actions, the naming 
process has taken on grand proportions. First used by the Germans in World War 
II, operations naming changed from a secret code to a positive statement designed 
to generate public support by 2001. At first, commanders chose the military opera-
tions’ names. When these names were later revealed to the public, naming came 
to be seen as a form of public relations. By the Vietnam War, the U.S. military 
had created a computer program called “Code Word, Nickname, and Exercise Term 
System” or “NICKA” for short. Today each major military command has rights to 
certain letter combinations from which to create names for operations, but higher 
authorities may discard these names. Boxer concludes by noting that an unantic-
ipated pitfall of the process is the potential for almost any word to offend some 
members of the national audience. For that reason, some of the best names may be 
those that have no meaning at all.  *   

Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com                     

 For a few days in September [2001] it looked as if the United States would be fight-
ing a war named Infinite Justice. By late September the name was gone. The Council 
on American-Islamic Relations had found the name offensive because it sounded too 
much like Eternal Retribution. In other words the United States seemed to be assum-
ing God’s role. On Sept. 25 Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld announced that 
the military operation would be called Enduring Freedom. 

 Never mind that Enduring Freedom presented its own troubling ambiguities: Is 
“enduring” supposed to be taken as an adjective, like long-lasting? Or as a present parti-
ciple, as in “How long are we going to be enduring this freedom?” 

 This is not the first time that the name of a military operation has been floated 
then grounded. The history of naming such operations shows how an art that was 
once covert has slowly become bureaucratic propaganda. 

 As Lt. Col. Gregory C. Sieminski points out in his classic short history, “The Art 
of Naming Operations,” published in 1995 in  Parameters , the quarterly of the United 
States Army War College, the name of the 1989 United States invasion of Panama, 
Just Cause, was originally Blue Spoon, until the commander of the Special Opera-
tions Command, Gen. James Lindsay, asked an operations officer on the Joint Staff, 
Lt. Gen. Thomas Kelly, “Do you want your grandchildren to say you were in Blue 
Spoon?” 

 So who does create nicknames for military operations these days? There are 
24 Defense Department entities, each of which is assigned “a series of two-letter 
alphabetic sequences,” Colonel Sieminski explains. For example, AG-AL, ES-EZ, 
JG-JL, QA-QF, SM-SR, and UM-UR belong to the Atlantic Command. In order to 

 *  Sarah Boxer,  “Operation Slick Moniker: Military Name Game.”  From the New York Times, October 13, 
2001, © 2001 The New York Times. All rights reserved. 
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name the invasion of Granada in 1983, the Atlantic Command started with the letters 
UR and came up with Urgent Fury. Once the name was generated, it was sent to the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, who sent it to the Defense Secretary for the ultimate decision. 

 But all this can be overridden if the naming seems important enough. And that 
seems to be happening more and more. “Since 1989 U.S. military operations have 
been nicknamed with an eye toward shaping domestic and international perceptions,” 
Colonel Sieminski notes. 

 A huge effort, for example, went into choosing the right name for the operation 
to defend Kuwait from Iraq. Gen. H. Norman Schwarzkopf wanted the name Penin-
sula Shield, even though the letters PE were not assigned to his command. Then Cres-
cent Shield was proposed, with an eye to local sentiment. Finally it became Desert 
Shield. And then the word “desert” bloomed and multiplied: Desert Storm, Desert 
Saber, Desert Farewell, Desert Share. 

 The naming game began with the Germans. In World War II they 
seem to have been the first to give military operations code names, Colonel 
Sieminski writes. They ransacked mythology and religion for ideas: Archangel, 
St. Michael, St. George, Roland, Mars, Achilles, Castor, Pollux, and Valkyrie. Hitler 
himself named the invasion of the Soviet Union Barbarossa for the “12th-century Holy 
Roman Emperor Frederick I, who had extended German authority over the Slavs in 
the east,” Colonel Sieminski writes. 

 Churchill, like Hitler, was partial to names that came from “heroes of antiq-
uity, figures from Greek and Roman mythology, the constellations and stars, famous 
racehorses, names of British and American war heroes,” Colonel Sieminski writes. And 
he set naming etiquette. Names should not “imply a boastful or overconfident senti-
ment,” Churchill said; they should not have “an air of despondency”; they should 
not be frivolous or ordinary; and they should not be a target for fun. No widow or 
mother, Churchill said, should have “to say that her son was killed in an operation 
called ‘Bunnyhug’ or ‘Ballyhoo.’ ” 

 For all of Churchill’s pains with nomenclature, the names of British and Ameri-
can operations were originally designed to be secret, not meant for public ears until 
the war or operation was finished. 

 The United States named its first operations after colors. When the colors began 
to run out, the War Department drew up a list of “10,000 common nouns and adjec-
tives,” avoiding “proper nouns, geographical terms, and names of ships” that might 
give military clues away to the enemy, Colonel Sieminski writes. And each theater had 
its own blocks of code words; “the European Theater got such names as Market and 
Garden, while the Pacific Theater got names like Olympic and Flintlock.” 

 Soon after World War II ended, the Pentagon began creating operation names 
that were especially designed for public ears. The first nickname was Operation 
Crossroads, for the 1946 atomic bomb tests conducted on Bikini Atoll. And then things 
opened up more. During the Korean War Gen. Douglas MacArthur “permitted code 
names to be declassified and disseminated to the press once operations had begun, 
rather than waiting until the end of the war,” Colonel Sieminski writes. 

 What followed were some very “aggressive nicknames” for counteroffensives in 
China: Thunderbolt, Roundup, Killer, Ripper, Courageous, Audacious, and Dauntless. 

 The bloody names kept flowing in Vietnam, but public relations concerns soon 
stemmed the tide. The most controversial name, Colonel Sieminski notes, was Masher, 
the nickname for a “sweep operation through the Bong Son Plain.” President Lyndon 
B. Johnson “angrily protested that it did not reflect ‘pacification emphasis.’” In other 
words Masher somehow did not say “peace” to the world, Colonel Sieminski writes. 
Masher was reborn as White Wing. After 1966, operations tended to be named for towns 
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and figures: Junction City, Bastogne, Nathan Hale. To rouse the troops at the Khe Sanh 
garrison, a “round-the-clock bombing attack” was called Operation Niagara, “to in-
voke an image of cascading shells and bombs,” Colonel Sieminski notes. 

 By the end of the Vietnam War the process of naming had grown baroque. So in 
1975 the Joint Chiefs of Staff created a computer system, the Code Word, Nickname, 
and Exercise Term System. “The NICKA system is not, as some assume, a random 
word generator for nicknames,” Colonel Sieminski writes; “it is in fact merely an au-
tomated means for submitting, validating and storing them.” 

 There is plenty of room for drama. But the fashion now, he writes, is “to make 
the names sound like mission statements by using a verb-noun sequence: Promote 
Liberty, Restore Hope, Uphold Democracy, Provide Promise.” They are boring, un-
memorable names. 

 Despite the monotonous trend, names are more important than they have ever 
been. With “the shrinking scale of military action,” Colonel Sieminski writes, the nick-
name of an operation now may well become the name for the whole war and its ra-
tionale. Maybe that is the problem. 

 Robin Tolmach Lakoff, a professor of linguistics at the University of 
California, Berkeley, and the author of  The Language War , a book about the unin-
tentional overtones of language, said, “Whoever gives the name has control over it.” 
Naming an operation is like naming a baby, she added. “Your creation is opaque, but 
the name suggests what you hope it will be.” What then was the hope with Infinite 
Justice and then with Enduring Freedom? 

 The nouns in the name of the operation, she said, were no problem: freedom 
and justice. It was the adjectives that presented problems. The name had to please 
so many different kinds of people that every adjective seemed fraught with offensive 
overtones. “It is a virtue in times of peril,” Ms. Lakoff said, “to find words without 
meaning.”       

  Study and Review on myanthrolab.com           

  Review Questions 

 1.    Why do military commanders and public officials take the naming of military 
actions so seriously?   

 2.    How has the procedure for naming military actions changed since campaigns 
were first given names in World War II?   

 3.    What pitfalls are there in choosing names for military actions in the United 
States today? Are there solutions to such problems?   

 4.    What evidence supports or challenges the belief held by many in authority that 
the way something is portrayed in words does actually affect how people will 
understand it?      
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  Conversation Style: 
Talking on the Job 
      Deborah Tannen     

In this piece excerpted from her book about conversation in the workplace, Deborah 
Tannen discusses a tacit dimension of communication, conversation style. Looking at the 
different ways men and women approach or avoid asking for help on the job, she argues 
that gender differences in conversation style are responsible not only for miscommunica-
tion but also for misguided evaluations and moral judgments about the performance and 
character of coworkers.*   

Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com                  

 People have different conversational styles, influenced by the part of the country they grew 
up in, their ethnic backgrounds and those of their parents, their age, class, and gender. But 
conversational style is invisible. Unaware that these and other aspects of our backgrounds 
influence our ways of talking, we think we are simply saying what we mean. Because we don’t 
realize that others’ styles are different, we are often frustrated in conversations. Rather than

 *  Reuse of text from Introduction and first chapter from “Women and Men Talking on the Job” (pp. 21–42), 
from  Talking from 9 to 5  by Deborah Tannen. Copyright © 1994 by Deborah Tannen. Reprinted by permission of 
HarperCollins Publishers. 
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seeing the culprit as differing styles, we attribute troubles to others’ intentions (she 
doesn’t like me), abilities (he’s stupid), or character (she’s rude, he’s inconsiderate), 
our own failure (what’s wrong with me?), or the failure of a relationship (we just can’t 
communicate). . . . 

 Although I am aware of the many influences on conversational style and have 
spent most of my career studying and writing about them . . . style differences influ-
enced by gender receive particular attention [here]. This is not only because these are 
the differences people most want to hear about (although this is so and is a factor), 
but also because there is something fundamental about our categorization by gender. 
When you spot a person walking down the street toward you, you immediately and 
automatically identify that person as male or female. You will not necessarily try to 
determine which state they are from, what their class background is, or what country 
their grandparents came from. A secondary identification, in some places and times, 
may be about race. But, while we may envision a day when a director will be able to 
cast actors for a play without reference to race, can we imagine a time when actors 
can be cast without reference to their sex? 

 Few elements of our identities come as close to our sense of who we are as gen-
der. If you mistake people’s cultural background—you thought they were Greek, but 
they turn out to be Italian; you assumed they’d grown up in Texas, but it turns out 
they’re from Kentucky; you say “Merry Christmas” and they say, “we don’t celebrate 
Christmas; we’re Muslim”—it catches you off guard and you rearrange the mental 
frame through which you view them. But if someone you thought was male turns 
out to be female—like the jazz musician Billy Tipton, whose own adopted sons never 
suspected that their father was a woman until the coroner broke the news to them af-
ter his (her) death—the required adjustment is staggering. Even infants discriminate 
between males and females and react differently depending on which they confront. 

 Perhaps it is because our sense of gender is so deeply rooted that people are in-
clined to hear descriptions of gender patterns as statements about gender  identity —in 
other words, as absolute differences rather than a matter of degree and percentages, 
and as universal rather than culturally mediated. The patterns I describe are based 
on observations of particular speakers in a particular place and time: mostly (but not 
exclusively) middle-class Americans of European background working in offices at 
the present time. Other cultures evince very different patterns of talk associated with 
 gender—and correspondingly different assumptions about the “natures” of women and 
men. I don’t put a lot of store in talk about “natures” or what is “natural.” People in 
every culture will tell you that the behaviors common in their own culture are “natural.” 
I also don’t put a lot of store in people’s explanations that their way of talking is a natu-
ral response to their environment, as there is always an equally natural and opposite 
way of responding to the same environment. We all tend to regard the way things are as 
the way things have to be—as only natural. 

 The reason ways of talking, like other ways of conducting our daily lives, come 
to seem natural is that the behaviors that make up our lives are ritualized. Indeed, 
the “ritual” character of interaction is at the heart of this book. Having grown up in a 
particular culture, we learn to do things as the people we encounter do them, so the 
vast majority of our decisions about how to speak become automatic. You see some-
one you know, you ask “How are you?,” chat, then take your leave, never pausing to 
ponder the many ways you could handle this interaction differently—and would, if 
you lived in a different culture. Just as an American automatically extends a hand for 
a handshake while a Japanese automatically bows, what the American and Japanese 
find it natural to say is a matter of convention learned over a lifetime. 
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 No one understood the ritual nature of everyday life better than sociologist Erving 
Goffman, who also understood the fundamental role played by gender in organizing our 
daily rituals. In his article “The Arrangement Between the Sexes,” Goffman pointed out 
that we tend to say “sex-linked” when what we mean is “sex-class-linked.” When hearing 
that a behavior is “sex-linked,” people often conclude that the behavior is to be found 
in every individual of that group, and that it is somehow inherent in their sex, as if 
it came hooked to a chromosome. Goffman suggests the term “genderism” (on the 
model, I assume, of “mannerism,” not of “sexism”) for “a sex-class linked individual 
behavioral practice.” This is the spirit in which I intend references to gendered pat-
terns of behavior: not to imply that there is anything inherently male or female about 
particular ways of talking, nor to claim that every individual man or woman adheres 
to the pattern, but rather to observe that a larger percentage of women or men  as a 
group  talk in a particular way, or individual women and men  are more likely  to talk 
one way or the other. 

 That individuals do not always fit the pattern associated with their gender does 
not mean that the pattern is not typical. Because more women or men speak in a par-
ticular way, that way of speaking becomes associated with women or men—or, rather, 
it is the other way around: More women or men learn to speak particular ways  be-
cause  those ways are associated with their own gender. And individual men or women 
who speak in ways associated with the other gender will pay a price for departing 
from cultural expectations. 

 If my concept of how gender displays itself in everyday life has been influenced 
by Goffman, the focus of my research—talk—and my method for studying it grow di-
rectly out of my own discipline, linguistics. My understanding of what goes on when 
people talk to each other is based on observing and listening as well as tape-recording, 
transcribing, and analyzing conversation. In response to my book  You Just Don’t Un-
derstand,  I was contacted by people at many companies who asked whether I could 
help them apply the insights in that book to the problem of “the glass ceiling”: Why 
weren’t women advancing as quickly as the men who were hired at the same time? 
And more generally, they wanted to understand how to integrate women as well as 
others who were historically not “typical” employees into the increasingly diverse 
workforce. I realized that in order to offer insight, I needed to observe what was really 
going on in the workplace. . . . 

  Women and Men Talking on the Job 

 Amy was a manager with a problem: She had just read a final report written by 
Donald, and she felt it was woefully inadequate. She faced the unsavory task of tell-
ing him to do it over. When she met with Donald, she made sure to soften the blow 
by beginning with praise, telling him everything about his report that was good. 
Then she went on to explain what was lacking and what needed to be done to make 
it acceptable. She was pleased with the diplomatic way she had managed to deliver 
the bad news. Thanks to her thoughtfulness in starting with praise, Donald was able 
to listen to the criticism and seemed to understand what was needed. But when the 
revised report appeared on her desk, Amy was shocked. Donald had made only mi-
nor, superficial changes, and none of the necessary ones. The next meeting with him 
did not go well. He was incensed that she was now telling him his report was not 
acceptable and accused her of having misled him. “You told me before it was fine,” 
he protested. 
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 Amy thought she had been diplomatic; Donald thought she had been dishonest. 
The praise she intended to soften the message “This is unacceptable” sounded to him 
like the message itself: “This is fine.” So what she regarded as the main point—the 
needed changes—came across to him as optional suggestions, because he had already 
registered her praise as the main point. She felt he hadn’t listened to her. He thought 
she had changed her mind and was making him pay the price. 

 Work days are filled with conversations about getting the job done. Most of 
these conversations succeed, but too many end in impasses like this. It could be that 
Amy is a capricious boss whose wishes are whims, and it could be that Donald is a 
temperamental employee who can’t hear criticism no matter how it is phrased. But 
I don’t think either was the case in this instance. I believe this was one of innumer-
able misunderstandings caused by differences in conversational style. Amy delivered 
the criticism in a way that seemed to her self-evidently considerate, a way she would 
have preferred to receive criticism herself: taking into account the other person’s feel-
ings, making sure he knew that her ultimate negative assessment of his report didn’t 
mean she had no appreciation of his abilities. She offered the praise as a sweetener 
to help the nasty-tasting news go down. But Donald didn’t expect criticism to be de-
livered in that way, so he mistook the praise as her overall assessment rather than a 
preamble to it. 

 This conversation could have taken place between two women or two men. But 
I do not think it is a coincidence that it occurred between a man and a woman. . . . 
Conversational rituals common among men often involve using opposition such 
as banter, joking, teasing, and playful put-downs, and expending effort to avoid 
the one-down position in the interaction. Conversational rituals common among 
women are often ways of maintaining an appearance of equality, taking into account 
the effect of the exchange on the other person, and expending effort to downplay the 
speakers’ authority so they can get the job done without flexing their muscles in an 
obvious way. 

 When everyone present is familiar with these conventions, they work well. But 
when ways of speaking are not recognized as conventions, they are taken literally, 
with negative results on both sides. Men whose oppositional strategies are interpreted 
literally may be seen as hostile when they are not, and their efforts to ensure that they 
avoid appearing one-down may be taken as arrogance. When women use conversa-
tional strategies designed to avoid appearing boastful and to take the other person’s 
feelings into account, they may be seen as less confident and competent than they 
really are. As a result, both women and men often feel they are not getting sufficient 
credit for what they have done, are not being listened to, are not getting ahead as fast 
as they should. 

 When I talk about women’s and men’s characteristic ways of speaking, I always 
emphasize that both styles make sense and are equally valid in themselves, though 
the difference in styles may cause trouble in interaction. In a sense, when two people 
form a private relationship of love or friendship, the bubble of their interaction is 
a world unto itself, even though they both come with the prior experience of their 
families, their community, and a lifetime of conversations. But someone who takes 
a job is entering a world that is already functioning, with its own characteristic style 
already in place. Although there are many influences such as regional background, 
the type of industry involved, whether it is a family business or a large corporation, 
in general, workplaces that have previously had men in positions of power have al-
ready established male-style interaction as the norm. In that sense, women, and oth-
ers whose styles are different, are not starting out equal, but are at a disadvantage. 
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Though talking at work is quite similar to talking in private, it is a very different 
enterprise in many ways.  

  When Not Asking Directions Is Dangerous to Your Health 

 If conversational-style differences lead to troublesome outcomes in work as well as 
private settings, there are some work settings where the outcomes of style are a mat-
ter of life and death. Healthcare professionals are often in such situations. So are 
airline pilots. 

 Of all the examples of women’s and men’s characteristic styles that I discussed 
in  You Just Don’t Understand,  the one that (to my surprise) attracted the most atten-
tion was the question “Why don’t men like to stop and ask for directions?” Again and 
again, in the responses of audiences, talk-show hosts, letter writers, journalists, and 
conversationalists, this question seemed to crystallize the frustration many people 
had experienced in their own lives. And my explanation seems to have rung true: that 
men are more likely to be aware that asking for directions, or for any kind of help, 
puts them in a one-down position. 

 With regard to asking directions, women and men are keenly aware of the ad-
vantages of their own style. Women frequently observe how much time they would 
save if their husbands simply stopped and asked someone instead of driving around 
trying in vain to find a destination themselves. But I have also been told by men that 
it makes sense not to ask directions because you learn a lot about a neighborhood, as 
well as about navigation, by driving around and finding your own way. 

 But some situations are more risky than others. A Hollywood talk-show producer 
told me that she had been flying with her father in his private airplane when he was 
running out of gas and uncertain about the precise location of the local landing strip 
he was heading for. Beginning to panic, the woman said, “Daddy! Why don’t you radio 
the control tower and ask them where to land?” He answered, “I don’t want them to 
think I’m lost.” This story had a happy ending, else the woman would not have been 
alive to tell it to me. 

 Some time later, I repeated this anecdote to a man at a cocktail party—a man 
who had just told me that the bit about directions was his favorite part of my book, 
and who, it turned out, was also an amateur pilot. He then went on to tell me that 
he had had a similar experience. When learning to fly, he got lost on his first solo 
flight. He did not want to humiliate himself by tuning his radio to the FAA emer-
gency frequency and asking for help, so he flew around looking for a place to land. 
He spotted an open area that looked like a landing field, headed for it—and found 
himself deplaning in what seemed like a deliberately hidden landing strip that was 
mercifully deserted at the time. Fearing he had stumbled upon an enterprise he was 
not supposed to be aware of, let alone poking around in, he climbed back into the 
plane, relieved that he had not gotten into trouble. He managed to find his way back 
to his home airport as well, before he ran out of gas. He maintained, however, that he 
was certain that more than a few small-plane crashes have occurred because other 
amateur pilots who did not want to admit they were lost were less lucky. In light of 
this, the amusing question of why men prefer not to stop and ask for directions stops 
being funny. 

 The moral of the story is not that men should immediately change and train 
themselves to ask directions when they’re in doubt, any more than women should 
immediately stop asking directions and start honing their navigational skills by finding 
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their way on their own. The moral is flexibility: Sticking to habit in the face of all 
challenges is not so smart if it ends up getting you killed. If we all understood our 
own styles and knew their limits and their alternatives, we’d be better off—especially 
at work, where the results of what we do have repercussions for co-workers and the 
company, as well as for our own futures.  

  To Ask or Not to Ask 

 An intern on duty at a hospital had a decision to make. A patient had been admitted with 
a condition he recognized, and he recalled the appropriate medication. But that medica-
tion was recommended for a number of conditions, in different dosages. He wasn’t quite 
sure what dose was right for this condition. He had to make a quick decision: Would he 
interrupt the supervising resident during a meeting to check the dose, or would he make 
his best guess and go for it? 

 What was at stake? First and foremost, the welfare, and maybe even the life, 
of the patient. But something else was at stake too—the reputation, and eventually 
the career, of the intern. If he interrupted the resident to ask about the dosage, he 
was making a public statement about what he didn’t know, as well as making himself 
something of a nuisance. In this case, he went with his guess, and there were no nega-
tive effects. But, as with small-plane crashes, one wonders how many medical errors 
have resulted from decisions to guess rather than ask. 

 It is clear that not asking questions can have disastrous consequences in medical 
settings, but asking questions can also have negative consequences. A physician wrote 
to me about a related experience that occurred during her medical training. She re-
ceived a low grade from her supervising physician. It took her by surprise because she 
knew that she was one of the best interns in her group. She asked her supervisor for 
an explanation, and he replied that she didn’t know as much as the others. She knew 
from her day-to-day dealings with her peers that she was one of the most knowledge-
able, not the least. So she asked what evidence had led him to his conclusion. And he 
told her, “You ask more questions.” 

 There is evidence that men are less likely to ask questions in a public situa-
tion, where asking will reveal their lack of knowledge. One such piece of evidence is 
a study done in a university classroom, where sociolinguist Kate Remlinger noticed 
that women students asked the professor more questions than men students did. As 
part of her study, Remlinger interviewed six  students at length, three men and three 
women. All three men told her that they would not ask questions in class if there was 
something they did not understand. Instead, they said they would try to find the 
answer later by reading the textbook, asking a friend, or, as a last resort, asking the 
professor in private during office hours. As one young man put it, “If it’s vague to me, 
I usually don’t ask. I’d rather go home and look it up.” 

 Of course, this does not mean that no men will ask questions when they are 
in doubt, nor that all women will; the differences, as always, are a matter of likeli-
hood and degree. As always, cultural differences play a role too. It is not unusual for 
American professors to admit their own ignorance when they do not know the an-
swer to a student’s question, but there are many cultures in which professors would 
not, and students from those cultures may judge American professors by those 
standards. A student from the Middle East told a professor at a California university 
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that she had just lost all respect for one of his colleagues. The reason: She had asked 
a question in class, and the offending professor had replied, “I don’t know offhand, 
but I’ll find out for you.” 

 The physician who asked her supervisor why he gave her a negative evaluation 
may be unusual in having been told directly what behavior led to the misjudgment of 
her skill. But in talking to doctors and doctors-in-training around the country, I have 
learned that there is nothing exceptional about her experience, that it is common for 
interns and residents to conceal their ignorance by not asking questions, since those 
who do ask are judged less capable. Yet it seems that many women who are more 
likely than men to ask questions (just as women are more likely to stop and ask for 
directions when they’re lost) are unaware that they may make a negative impression 
at the same time that they get information. Their antennae have not been attuned to 
making sure they don’t appear one-down. 

 This pattern runs counter to two stereotypes about male and female styles: that 
men are more focused on information and that women are more sensitive. In regard 
to classroom behavior, it seems that the women who ask questions are more focused 
on information, whereas the men who refrain from doing so are more focused on 
interaction—the impression their asking will make on others. In this situation, it is 
the men who are more sensitive to the impression made on others by their behavior, 
although their concern is, ultimately, the effect on themselves rather than on others. 
And this sensitivity is likely to make them look better in the world of work. Realizing 
this puts the intern’s decision in a troubling perspective. He had to choose between 
putting his career at risk and putting the patient’s health at risk. 

 It is easy to see benefits of both styles: Someone willing to ask questions has 
ready access to a great deal of information—all that is known by the people she can 
ask. But just as men have told me that asking directions is useless since the person 
you ask may not know and may give you the wrong answer, some people feel they are 
more certain to get the right information if they read it in a book, and they are learn-
ing more by finding it themselves. On the other hand, energy may be wasted looking 
up information someone else has at hand, and I have heard complaints from people 
who feel they were sent on wild-goose chases by colleagues who didn’t want to admit 
they really were not sure of what they pretended to know. 

 The reluctance to say “I don’t know” can have serious consequences for an entire 
company—and did: On Friday, June 17, 1994, a computer  problem prevented Fidel-
ity Investments from calculating the value of 166 mutual funds. Rather than report 
that the values for these funds were not available, a manager decided to report to 
the National Association of Securities Dealers that the values of these funds had not 
changed from the day before. Unfortunately, June 17 turned out to be a bad day in 
the financial markets, so the values of Fidelity’s funds that were published in news-
papers around the country stood out as noticeably higher than those of other funds. 
Besides the cost and inconvenience to brokerage firms who had to re-compute their 
customers’ accounts, and the injustice to investors who made decisions to buy or sell 
based on inaccurate information, the company was mightily embarrassed and forced 
to apologize publicly. Clearly this was an instance in which it would have been prefer-
able to say, “We don’t know.” 

 Flexibility, again, is key. There are many situations in which it serves one well to 
be self-reliant and discreet about revealing doubt or ignorance, and others in which it 
is wise to admit what you don’t know.                
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 Study and Review on myanthrolab.com            

  Review Questions 

 1.    What does Tannen mean by  conversational style?    

 2.    What is the important style difference in the way men and women ask for direc-
tions or help, according to Tannen?   

 3.    What is Tannen’s hypothesis about why males avoid asking other people for 
directions?   

 4.    In Tannen’s perspective, what conclusions do men and women draw about each 
other when they display typically different approaches to asking directions?       
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  Ecology  is the relationship of an organism to other elements within its environ-
mental sphere. Every species, no matter how simple or complex, fits into a larger, 
complex ecological system; each adapts to its ecological niche unless rapid environ-
mental alterations outstrip the organism’s ability and potential to adapt successfully. 
An important aim of ecological studies is to show how organisms fit within particular 
environments. Such studies also look at the effect environments have on the shape 
and behavior of life forms. 

 Every species has adapted biologically through genetically produced variation 
and natural selection. For example, the bipedal (two-footed) locomotion characteris-
tic of humans is one possible adaptation to walking on the ground. It also permitted 
our ancestors to carry food, tools, weapons, and almost anything else they desired, en-
abling them to range out from a home base and bring things back for others to share. 

 Biological processes have led to another important human characteristic, the 
development of a large and complex brain. The human brain is capable of holding an 
enormous inventory of information. With it, we can classify the parts of our environ-
ment and retain instructions for complex ways to deal with the things in our world. 
Because we can communicate our knowledge symbolically through language, we are 
able to teach one another. Instead of a genetic code that directs behavior automati-
cally, we operate with a learned cultural code. Culture gives us the ability to behave in 
a much wider variety of ways and to change rapidly in new situations. With culture, 
people have been able to live successfully in almost every part of the world. 

  Cultural ecology  is the way people use their culture to adapt to particular envi-
ronments. All people live in a  physical environment , the world they can experience 
through their senses, but they will conceive of it in terms that seem most important 
to their adaptive needs and cultural perspective. We call this perspective the  cultural 
environment.  

 All human societies must provide for the material needs of their members. Peo-
ple everywhere have to eat, clothe themselves, provide shelter against the elements, 
and take care of social requirements such as hospitality, gift giving, and proper dress. 

 Societies employ several different strategies to meet their material needs, strategies 
that affect their complexity and internal organization as well as relationships to the natu-
ral environment and to other human groups. Anthropologists often use these  subsistence 
strategies  to classify different groups into five types: hunter-gatherers, horticulturalists, 
pastoralists, agriculturalists, and industrialists. Let us look briefly at each of these. 

 People who rely on  hunting and gathering  depend on wild plants and animals 
for subsistence. Hunter-gatherers forage for food, moving to different parts of their 
territories as supplies of plants, animals, and water grow scarce. They live in small 
bands of from 10 to 50 people and are typically egalitarian, leading a life marked by 
sharing and cooperation. Because hunter-gatherer bands are so small, they tend to 
lack formal political, legal, and religious structure, although members have regular 
ways to make group decisions, settle disputes, and deal ritually with the questions of 
death, adversity, social value, and world identification. 

 Hunter-gatherers tend to see themselves as part of the environment, not masters 
of it. This view shapes a religious ritual aimed at the maintenance and restoration of 
environmental harmony. All people lived as hunter-gatherers until about 10,000 years 
ago, when the first human groups began to farm and dwell in more permanent set-
tlements. Today few hunter-gatherers survive. Most have lost their habitats to more 
powerful groups bent on economic and political exploitation. 

  Horticulture  represents the earliest farming strategy, one that continues on a 
diminishing basis among many groups today. Horticulturalists garden. They often 
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use a technique called  slash-and-burn agriculture , which requires them to clear and 
burn over wild land and, with the aid of a digging stick, sow seeds in the ashes. When 
fields lose their fertility after a few years, they are abandoned and new land is cleared. 
Although horticulturalists farm, they often continue to forage for wild foods and still 
feel closely related to the natural environment. 

 Horticulture requires a substantial amount of undeveloped land, so overall pop-
ulation densities must remain fairly low. But the strategy permits higher population 
densities than hunting and gathering, so horticulturalists tend to live in larger per-
manent settlements numbering from 50 to 250 individuals. (Some horticultural so-
cieties have produced chiefdomships with much larger administrative and religious 
town centers.) Although they are still small by our standards, horticultural communi-
ties are large enough to require more complex organizational strategies. They often 
display more elaborate kinship systems based on descent, political structures that in-
clude headmen or chiefs, political alliances, religions characterized by belief in a va-
riety of supernatural beings, and the beginnings of social inequality. Many of today’s 
so-called tribal peoples are horticulturalists. 

  Pastoralism  is a subsistence strategy based on the herding of domesticated ani-
mals such as cattle, goats, sheep, and camels. Although herding strategies vary from 
one environment to another, pastoralists share some general attributes. They move on 
a regular basis during the year to take advantage of fresh sources of water and fod-
der for their animals. They usually congregate in large encampments for part of the 
year when food and water are plentiful, then divide into smaller groups when these 
resources become scarce. Pastoralists often display a strong sense of group identity 
and pride, a fierce independence, and skill at war and raiding. Despite attempts by 
modern governments to place them in permanent settlements, many pastoral groups 
in Africa and Asia continue their nomadic lifestyle. 

  Agriculture  is still a common subsistence strategy in many parts of the world. 
 Agriculture  refers to a kind of farming based on the intensive cultivation of permanent 
land holdings. Agriculturalists usually use plows and organic fertilizers and may ir-
rigate their fields in dry conditions. 

 Agrarian societies are marked by a high degree of social complexity. They are 
often organized as nation-states with armies and bureaucracies, social stratification, 
markets, extended families and kin groups, and some occupational specialization. Re-
ligion takes on a formal structure and is organized as a separate institution. 

 The term  industrialism  labels the final kind of subsistence strategy. Ours is an 
industrial society, as is much of the Western, and more recently, the Asian world. In-
dustrial nations are highly complex; they display an extensive variety of subgroups 
and social statuses. Industrial societies tend to be dominated by market economies in 
which goods and services are exchanged on the basis of price, supply, and demand. 
There is a high degree of economic specialization, and mass marketing may lead to 
a depersonalization of human relations. Religious, legal, political, and economic sys-
tems find expression as separate institutions in a way that might look disjointed to 
hunter-gatherers or others from smaller, more integrated societies. 

 The study of cultural ecology involves more than an understanding of people’s 
basic subsistence strategies. Each society exists in a distinctive environment. Al-
though a group may share many subsistence methods with other societies, there are 
always special environmental needs that shape productive techniques. Andean farm-
ers, for example, have developed approximately 3,000 varieties of potatoes to meet the 
demands of growing conditions at different elevations in their mountain habitat. Bhil 
farmers in India have learned to create fields by damming up small streams in their 
rugged Aravalli hill villages. Otherwise, they would find it difficult to cultivate there 
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at all. American farmers learned to “contour-plow” parallel to slopes in response to 
water erosion and now increasingly use plowless (no-till) farming to prevent the wind 
from carrying away precious topsoil. 

 No matter how successful their microenvironmental adjustments are, most 
groups in the world now face more serious adaptive challenges. One difficulty is the 
exploitation of their lands by outsiders, who are often unconstrained by adaptive ne-
cessity. A second is the need to overexploit the environment to meet market demand. 
(See Part Four for articles on market pressures.) In either case, many local peoples 
find that their traditional subsistence techniques no longer work. They have lost con-
trol of their own environmental adjustment and must struggle to adapt to outsiders 
and what is left of their habitat. 

 Finally, just as humans adapt culturally to their environments, altering them in 
the process, environments may biologically adapt to humans. For example, intensive 
agriculture in the United States provides greater food sources for deer. In response, 
the number of deer has risen by as much as 400 percent. Animals domesticated by 
humans, such as cows, pigs, chickens, sheep, goats, dogs, and cats, have also experi-
enced both genetic modification and increased numbers from their association with 
people. Less obviously, microbes have evolved to take advantage of the growing hu-
man presence. Some subsist on human wastes; others, including many that cause epi-
demic diseases, have evolved to subsist on people themselves. 

 The !Kung San, described by Richard Lee in the first selection, provide an excel-
lent example of a traditional foraging lifestyle. The updates to this article by Richard 
Lee and Megan Biesele show that the same bands of people who once lived on wild 
foods in the Kalahari now find themselves confined to small government-mandated 
settlements. Cattle herders tend their animals on the desert lands once occupied by 
the !Kung. The second article, by Richard Nelson, focuses on the ability of Inupiaq 
and Koyukon hunters to know and master their difficult Artic environment. They de-
velop their expert knowledge of the natural environment in the same way scientists 
do, through careful observation and hypothesis testing. In the third article, Jared Dia-
mond describes the evolution of crowd diseases among human beings. Arriving as 
people settled down with domesticated crops and animals, new illnesses developed 
from microbe strains carried by herd animals ravaged the peoples of Europe and 
Asia, decimated the Indians of the Americas, and continue to trouble people today. 
The final selection, by Richard Reed, which is updated for this volume of  Conform-
ity and Conflict , is a sobering reminder of what can happen to a horticultural people 
who once subsisted in harmony with their tropical forest habitat, but who now find 
themselves being displaced by colonists who have stripped the forest bare. Reed adds 
that there are now attempts to save the remaining forest and its native inhabitants by 
stimulating the collection of forest products for sale to outsiders. 

  Key Terms 

  agriculture p. 71 
   cultural ecology p. 70 
   cultural environment p. 70 
   ecology p. 70 
   horticulture p. 70 
   hunting and gathering p. 70 

   industrialism p. 71 
   pastoralism p. 71 
   physical environment p. 70 
   slash-and-burn agriculture p. 71 
   subsistence strategies p. 70    
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  9  
 The Hunters: Scarce 
Resources in the Kalahari          
   Richard Borshay Lee    

   Until about 10,000 years ago, everyone in the world survived by hunting and gathering wild 
foods. They lived in intimate association with their natural environments and employed 
a complex variety of strategies to forage for food and other necessities of life. Agriculture 
displaced foraging as the main subsistence technique over the next few thousand years, but 
some hunter-gatherers lived on in the more remote parts of the world. This study by Richard 
Lee was done in the early 1960s and describes the important features of one of the last for-
aging groups, the Ju/’hoansi-!Kung living in the Kalahari Desert. It argues against the idea, 
held by many anthropologists at that time, that hunter-gatherers live a precarious, hand-
to-mouth existence. Instead, Lee found that the !Kung, depending more on vegetable foods 
than meat, actually spent little time collecting food and managed to live long and fruitful 
lives in their difficult desert home. The update by Lee and Megan Biesele that appears at the 
end of the article details the events that have led the !Kung to settle down permanently to 
life as small-scale farmers and cattle raisers.      *          

           

 *  Reproduced by permission of the American Anthropological Association from the General Anthropology Bulletin of 
the General Anthropology Division, Volume 1, Issue 1, pp. 1, 3–5, 1994. Not for sale or further reproduction. 
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 The current anthropological view of hunter-gatherer subsistence rests on two ques-
tionable assumptions. First is the notion that these people are primarily dependent 
on the hunting of game animals, and second is the assumption that their way of life is 
generally a precarious and arduous struggle for existence. 

 Recent data on living hunter-gatherers show a radically different picture. We 
have learned that in many societies, plant and marine resources are far more impor-
tant than are game animals in the diet. More important, it is becoming clear that, 
with few conspicuous exceptions, the hunter-gatherer subsistence base is at least rou-
tine and reliable and at best surprisingly abundant. Anthropologists have consistently 
tended to underestimate the viability of even those “marginal isolates” of hunting peo-
ples that have been available to ethnographers. 

 The purpose of this paper is to analyze the food-getting activities of one such 
“marginal” people, the !Kung Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert. Three related ques-
tions are posed: How do the Bushmen make a living? How easy or difficult is it for 
them to do this? What kinds of evidence are necessary to measure and evaluate the 
precariousness or security of a way of life? And after the relevant data are presented, 
two further questions are asked: What makes this security of life possible? To what 
extent are the Bushmen typical of hunter-gatherers in general? 

  Bushman Subsistence 

 The !Kung Bushmen of Botswana are an apt case for analysis. They inhabit the semi-
arid northwest region of the Kalahari Desert. With only six to nine inches of rainfall 
per year, this is, by any account, a marginal environment for human habitation. In 
fact, it is precisely the unattractiveness of their homeland that has kept the !Kung iso-
lated from extensive contact with their agricultural and pastoral neighbors. 

 Fieldwork was carried out in the Dobe area, a line of eight permanent water-
holes near the South-West Africa border and 125 miles south of the Okavango River. 
The population of the Dobe area consists of 466 Bushmen, including 379 permanent 
residents living in independent camps or associated with Bantu cattle posts, as well 
as 87 seasonal visitors. The Bushmen share the area with some 340 Bantu pastoralists 
largely of the Herero and Tswana tribes. The ethnographic present refers to the period 
of fieldwork: October 1963 to January 1965. 

 The Bushmen living in independent camps lack firearms, livestock, and agri-
culture. Apart from occasional visits to the Herero for milk, these !Kung are entirely 
dependent upon hunting and gathering for their subsistence. Politically they are un-
der the nominal authority of the Tswana headman, although they pay no taxes and 
receive very few government services. European presence amounts to one overnight 
government patrol every six to eight weeks. Although Dobe-area !Kung have had some 
contact with outsiders since the 1880s, the majority of them continue to hunt and 
gather because there is no viable alternative locally available to them. 

 Each of the fourteen independent camps is associated with one of the permanent 
waterholes. During the dry season (May–October) the entire population is clustered 
around these wells.  Table   1    shows the numbers at each well at the end of the 1964 dry 
season. Two wells had no camp residents and one large well supported five camps. 
The number of camps at each well and the size of each camp changed frequently dur-
ing the course of the year. The “camp” is an open aggregate of cooperating persons 
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which changes in size and composition from day to day. Therefore, I have avoided the 
term “band” in describing the !Kung Bushman living groups.  

 Each waterhole has a hinterland lying within a six-mile radius that is regularly 
exploited for vegetable and animal foods. These areas are not territories in the zoolog-
ical sense, since they are not defended against outsiders. Rather, they constitute the 
resources that lie within a convenient walking distance of a waterhole. The camp is a 
self-sufficient subsistence unit. The members move out each day to hunt and gather, 
and return in the evening to pool the collected foods in such a way that every person 
present receives an equitable share. Trade in foodstuffs between camps is minimal; 
personnel do move freely from camp to camp, however. The net effect is of a popula-
tion constantly in motion. On the average, an individual spends a third of his time 
living only with close relatives, a third visiting other camps, and a third entertaining 
visitors from other camps. 

 Because of the strong emphasis on sharing, and the frequency of movement, 
surplus accumulation of storable plant foods and dried meat is kept to a minimum. 
There is rarely more than two or three days’ supply of food on hand in a camp at any 
time. The result of this lack of surplus is that a constant subsistence effort must be 
maintained throughout the year. Unlike agriculturalists, who work hard during the 
planting and harvesting seasons and undergo “seasonal unemployment” for several 
months, the Bushmen hunter-gatherers collect food every third or fourth day through-
out the year. 

 Vegetable foods comprise from 60 to 80 percent of the total diet by weight, and 
collecting involves two or three days of work per woman per week. The men also col-
lect plants and small animals, but their major contribution to the diet is the hunting 
of medium and large game. The men are conscientious but not particularly successful 
hunters; although men’s and women’s work input is roughly equivalent in terms of 
man-day of effort, the women provide two to three times as much food by weight as 
the men. 

  Table   2    summarizes the seasonal activity cycle observed among the Dobe-area 
!Kung in 1964. For the greater part of the year, food is locally abundant and easily 

 TABLE 1   Numbers and Distribution of Resident Bushmen 
and Bantu by Waterhole*

  Name of 
Waterhole  

  No. of 
Camps  

  Population 
of Camps  

  Other 
Bushmen  

  Total 
Bushmen    Bantu  

 Dobe  2  37  —  37  — 

 langwa  1  16  23  39  84 

 Bate  2  30  12  42  21 

 !ubi  1  19  —  19  65 

 !gose  3  52  9  61  18 

 /ai/ai  5  94  13  107  67 

 !xabe   —    —   8  8  12 

 Mahopa   —    —   23  23  73 

 Total  14  248  88  336  340 

 *Figures do not include 130 Bushmen outside area on the date of census. 



 TABLE 2   The Bushman Annual Round 

    Jan.    Feb.    Mar.    April    May    June    July    Aug.    Sept.    Oct.    Nov.    Dec.  

  Season    Summer Rains        Autumn Dry        Winter Dry        Spring Dry      First Rains  

 Availability 
of water 

 Temporary 
summer pools 
everywhere    

   Large 
 summer 
 pools 

     Permanent 
waterholes 
only 

         Summer 
 pools 
 developing 

 Group moves  Widely 
dispersed at 
summer 
pools   

   At large 
summer 
pools 

     All population 
restricted to 
permanent 
waterholes   

       Moving out 
to summer 
pools 

 Men’s 
 subsistence 
 activities 

 1.  Hunting with bow, arrows, and dogs 
(year-round) 

 2. Running down immatures 
 3. Some gathering (year-round)       

   Trapping small game in 
snares 
  

     Running 
down 
newborn 
animals 

    

 Women’s 
 subsistence 
 activities 

 1.  Gathering of mongongo nuts 
(year-round) 

 2. Fruits, berries, melons        

   Roots, bi resins 
 albs,   

     Roots, leafy 
greens 

    

 Ritual 
activities 

 Dancing, trance performances, and ritual curing (year-round)         
  

            

         Boys’ 
initiation* 

              

 Relative 
 subsistence 
 hardship 

     Water-food 
 distance 
 minimal   

   Increasing distance 
from water to food   

     Water-food 
 distance 
 minimal 

    

 *Held once every five years; none in 1963–64. 
 † New Year’s: Bushmen join the celebrations of their missionized Bantu neighbors. 
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collected. It is only during the end of the dry season in September and October, when 
desirable foods have been eaten out in the immediate vicinity of the waterholes, that 
the people have to plan longer hikes of 10 to 15 miles and carry their own water to 
those areas where the mongongo nut is still available. The important point is that 
food is a constant, but distance required to reach food is a variable; it is short in the 
summer, fall, and early winter, and reaches its maximum in the spring.  

 This analysis attempts to provide quantitative measures of subsistence status, 
including data on the following topics: abundance and variety of resources, diet se-
lectivity, range size and population density, the composition of the work force, the 
ratio of work to leisure time, and the caloric and protein levels in the diet. The value 
of quantitative data is that they can be used comparatively and also may be useful in 
archeological reconstruction. In addition, one can avoid the pitfalls of subjective and 
qualitative impressions; for example, statements about food “anxiety” have proven to 
be difficult to generalize across cultures.  

  Abundance and Variety of Resources 

 It is impossible to define “abundance” of resources absolutely. However, one index of 
 relative  abundance is whether or not a population exhausts all the food available from 
a given area. By this criterion, the habitat of the Dobe-area Bushmen is abundant in 
naturally occurring foods. By far the most important food is the mongongo (man-
getti) nut ( Ricinodendron rautanenii  Schinz). Although tens of thousands of pounds of 
these nuts are harvested and eaten each year, thousands more rot on the ground each 
year for want of picking. 

 The mongongo nut, because of its abundance and reliability, alone accounts for 
50 percent of the vegetable diet by weight. In this respect it resembles a cultivated 
staple crop such as maize or rice. Nutritionally it is even more remarkable, for it con-
tains five times the calories and ten times the protein per cooked unit of the cereal 
crops. The average daily per capita consumption of 300 nuts yields about 1,260 calo-
ries and 56 grams of protein. This modest portion, weighing only about 7.5 ounces, 
contains the caloric equivalent of 2.5 pounds of cooked rice and the protein equiva-
lent of 14 ounces of lean beef. 

 Furthermore, the mongongo nut is drought resistant, and it will still be abun-
dant in the dry years when cultivated crops may fail. The extremely hard outer 
shell protects the inner kernel from rot and allows the nuts to be harvested for up 
to twelve months after they have fallen to the ground. A diet based on mongongo 
nuts is in fact more reliable than one based on cultivated foods, and it is not sur-
prising, therefore, that when a Bushman was asked why he hadn’t taken to agricul-
ture, he replied: “Why should we plant, when there are so many mongongo nuts in 
the world?” 

 Apart from the mongongo, the Bushmen have available eighty-four other species 
of edible food plants, including twenty-nine species of fruits, berries, and melons and 
thirty species of roots and bulbs. The existence of this variety allows for a wide range 
of alternatives in subsistence strategy. During the summer months the Bushmen have 
no problem other than to choose among the tastiest and most easily collected foods. 
Many species, which are quite edible but less attractive, are bypassed, so that gather-
ing never exhausts  all  the available plant foods of an area. During the dry season the 
diet becomes much more eclectic and the many species of roots, bulbs, and edible 
resins make an important contribution. It is this broad base that provides an essential 
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margin of safety during the end of the dry season, when the mongongo nut forests 
are difficult to reach. In addition, it is likely that these rarely utilized species provide 
important nutritional and mineral trace elements that may be lacking in the more 
popular foods.  

  Diet Selectivity 

 If the Bushmen were living close to the “starvation” level, then one would expect 
them to exploit every available source of nutrition. That their life is well above this 
level is indicated by the data in  Table   3   . Here all the edible plant species are ar-
ranged in classes according to the frequency with which they were observed to be 
eaten. It should be noted that although there are some eighty-five species available, 
about 90 percent of the vegetable diet by weight is drawn from only twenty-three 
species. In other words, 75 percent of the listed species provide only 10 percent of 
the food value.  

 In their meat-eating habits, the Bushmen show a similar selectivity. Of the 223 
local species of animals known and named by the Bushmen, 54 species are classified 
as edible, and of these only 17 species were hunted on a regular basis. Only a hand-
ful of the dozens of edible species of small mammals, birds, reptiles, and insects that 
occur locally are regarded as food. Such animals as rodents, snakes, lizards, termites, 
and grasshoppers, which in the literature are included in the Bushman diet, are de-
spised by the Bushmen of the Dobe area.  

  Range Size and Population Density 

 The necessity to travel long distances, the high frequency of moves, and the mainte-
nance of populations at low densities are also features commonly associated with the 
hunting and gathering way of life. Density estimates for hunters in western North 
America and Australia have ranged from 3 persons/square mile to as low as 1 per-
son/100 square miles. In 1963–65, the resident and visiting Bushmen were observed 
to utilize an area of about 1,000 square miles during the course of the annual round 
for an effective population density of 41 persons/100 square miles. Within this area, 
however, the amount of ground covered by members of an individual camp was sur-
prisingly small. A day’s round-trip of twelve miles serves to define a “core” area six 
miles in radius surrounding each water point. By fanning out in all directions from 
their well, the members of a camp can gain access to the food resources of well over 
100 square miles of territory within a two-hour hike. Except for a few weeks each 
year, areas lying beyond this six-mile radius are rarely utilized, even though they are 
no less rich in plants and game than are the core areas. 

 Although the Bushmen move their camps frequently (five or six times a year), 
they do not move them very far. A rainy season camp in the nut forests is rarely more 
than ten or twelve miles from the home waterhole, and often new campsites are oc-
cupied only a few hundred yards away from the previous one. By these criteria, the 
Bushmen do not lead a free-ranging nomadic way of life. For example, they do not 
undertake long marches of 30 to 100 miles to get food, since this task can be readily 
fulfilled within a day’s walk of home base. When such long marches do occur they are 
invariably for visiting, trading, and marriage arrangements, and should not be con-
fused with the normal routine of subsistence.  



 TABLE 3   !Kung Bushman Plant Foods 

          Part Eaten              Totals (percentages)  

  Food Class  

  Fruit 
and 
Nut  

  Bean 
and 
Root  

  Fruit 
and 

Stalk  
  Root, 
Bulb  

  Fruit, 
Berry, 
Melon    Resin    Leaves  

  Seed, 
Bean  

  Total 
Number 
of Species 
in Class  

  Estimated 
Contribution 
by Weight to 

Vegetable Diet  

  Estimated 
Contribution 

of Each 
Species  

   I.  Primary  
 Eaten daily throughout year 
(mongongo nut)  1   —    —    —    —    —    —    —   1  c.50  c.50* 

  II.  Major  
Eaten daily in season  1  1  1  1  4   —    —    —   8  c.25  c.3† 

 III.  Minor 
 Eaten several times per week 
in season   —    —    —   7  3   2   2   —   14  c.15  c.1 

  IV.  Supplementary 
 Eaten when classes I—III 
 Locally unavailable   —    —    —   9  12  10  1   —   32  c.7  c.0.2 

   V.  Rare  
 Eaten several times per year   —    —    —   9  4   —    —    —   13  c.3  c.0.1‡ 

  VI.  Problematic 
Edible but not 
observed to be eaten   —    —    —   4  6  4  1   2   17  nil  nil 

 Total Species  2  1  1  30  29  16  4   2   85  100   —  

 *1 species constitutes 50 percent of the vegetable diet by weight. 
 † 23 species constitute 90 percent of the vegetable diet by weight. 
  ‡  62 species constitute the remaining 10 percent of the diet. 
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  Demographic Factors 

 Another indicator of the harshness of a way of life is the age at which people die. Ever 
since Hobbes characterized life in the state of nature as “nasty, brutish and short,” the 
assumption has been that hunting and gathering is so rigorous that members of such 
societies are rapidly worn out and meet an early death. Silberbauer, for example, says 
of the Gwi Bushmen of the central Kalahari that “life expectancy . . . is difficult to cal-
culate, but I do not believe that many live beyond 45.” And Coon has said of hunters 
in general: 

  The practice of abandoning the hopelessly ill and aged has been observed in many 
parts of the world. It is always done by people living in poor environments where 
it is necessary to move about frequently to obtain food, where food is scarce, and 
transportation difficult. . . Among peoples who are forced to live in this way the old-
est generation, the generation of individuals who have passed their physical peak, is 
reduced in numbers and influence. There is no body of elders to hand on tradition 
and control the affairs of younger men and women, and no formal system of age 
grading.  

 The !Kung Bushmen of the Dobe area flatly contradict this view. In a total popu-
lation of 466, no fewer than 46 individuals (17 men and 29 women) were determined 
to be over sixty years of age, a proportion that compares favorably to the percentage 
of elderly in industrialized populations. 

 The aged hold a respected position in Bushmen society and are the effective 
leaders of the camps. Senilicide is extremely rare. Long after their productive years 
have passed, the old people are fed and cared for by their children and grandchil-
dren. The blind, the senile, and the crippled are respected for the special ritual and 
technical skills they possess. For instance, the four elders at !gose waterhole were 
totally or partially blind, but this handicap did not prevent their active participation 
in decision making and ritual curing. 

 Another significant feature of the composition of the work force is the late as-
sumption of adult responsibility by the adolescents. Young people are not expected to 
provide food regularly until they are married. Girls typically marry between the ages 
of fifteen and twenty, and boys about five years later, so that it is not unusual to find 
healthy, active teenagers visiting from camp to camp while their older relatives pro-
vide food for them. 

 As a result, the people in the twenty to sixty age group support a surprisingly 
large percentage of nonproductive young and old people. About 40 percent of the 
population in camps contributes little to the food supplies. This allocation of work to 
young and middle-aged adults allows for a relatively carefree childhood and adoles-
cence and a relatively unstrenuous old age.  

  Leisure and Work 

 Another important index of ease or difficulty of subsistence is the amount of time 
devoted to the food quest. Hunting has usually been regarded by social scientists as 
a way of life in which merely keeping alive is so formidable a task that members of 
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such societies lack the leisure time necessary to “build culture.” The !Kung Bushmen 
would appear to conform to the rule, for as Lorna Marshall says: 

  It is vividly apparent that among the !Kung Bushmen, ethos, or “the spirit which actuates 
manners and customs,” is survival. Their time and energies are almost wholly given to 
this task, for life in their environment requires that they spend their days mainly in pro-
curing food.  

 It is certainly true that getting food is the most important single activity in Bush-
man life. However, this statement would apply equally well to small-scale agricultural 
and pastoral societies too. How much time is  actually  devoted to the food quest is for-
tunately an empirical question. And an analysis of the work effort of the Dobe Bush-
men shows some unexpected results. From July 6 to August 2, 1964, I recorded all the 
daily activities of the Bushmen living at the Dobe waterhole. Because of the coming 
and going of visitors, the camp population fluctuated in size day by day, from a low of 
23 to a high of 40, with a mean of 31.8 persons. Each day some of the adult members 
of the camp went out to hunt and/or gather while others stayed home or went visiting. 
The daily recording of all personnel on hand made it possible to calculate the number 
of man-days of work as a percentage of total number of man-days of consumption. 

 Although the Bushmen do not organize their activities on the basis of a seven-day 
week, I have divided the data this way to make them more intelligible. The workweek 
was calculated to show how many days out of seven each adult spent in subsistence 
activities ( Table   4   , Column 7). Week II has been eliminated from the totals since the 
investigator contributed food. In week I, the people spent an average of 2.3 days in 
subsistence activities, in week II, 1.9 days, and in week IV, 3.2 days. In all, the adults 

 TABLE 4   Summary of Dobe Work Diary 

  Week  

  (1) 
Mean 
Group 
Size  

  (2) 

Adult-
Days  

  (3) 

Child-
Days  

  (4) 
Total Man-

Days of 
Consumption  

  (5) 

Man-Days 
of Work  

  (6) 

Meat 
(lbs.)  

  (7) 
Average 

Workweek/
Adult  

  (8) 
Index of 

Subsistence 
Effort  

 I 
(July 6–12) 

 25.6 
(23–29)  114  65  179  37  104  2.3  .21 

 II 
(July 13–19) 

 28.3 
(23–27)  125  73  198  22  80  1.2  .11 

 III 
(July 20–26) 

 34.3 
(29–40)  156  84  240  42  177  1.9  .18 

 IV 
(July 27–Aug. 2) 
4-wk. total 
Adjusted total* 

 35.6 
 (32–40) 

 30.9 
 31.8 

 167 

 562 
437 

 82 

 304 
231 

 249 

 866 
668 

 77 

 178 
156 

 129 

 490 
410 

 3.2 

 2.2 
2.5 

 .31 

 .21 
.23 

 *See text 

 Key: Column 1: Mean group size = 
total man-days of consumption

 .
 7 
 Column 7: Workweek = the number of workdays per adult per week. 

 Column 8: Index of subsistence effort = 
     man-days of work     

 (e.g., in Week I, the value of “S” = 21, 
  man-days or consumption 
 i.e., 21 days of work/100 days of consumption or 1 workday produces food for 5 consumption days). 
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of the Dobe camp worked about two and a half days a week. Since the average work-
ing day was about six hours long, the fact emerges that !Kung Bushmen of Dobe, 
despite their harsh environment, devote from twelve to nineteen hours a week to get-
ting food. Even the hardest-working individual in the camp, a man named ≠ oma who 
went out hunting on sixteen of the twenty-eight days, spent a maximum of thirty-two 
hours a week in the food quest. 

  Because the Bushmen do not amass a surplus of foods, there are no seasons of 
exceptionally intensive activities such as planting and harvesting, and no seasons of 
unemployment. The level of work observed is an accurate reflection of the effort re-
quired to meet the immediate caloric needs of the group. This work diary covers the 
midwinter dry season, a period when food is neither at its most plentiful nor at its 
scarcest levels, and the diary documents the transition from better to worse condi-
tions (see  Table   5   ). During the fourth week the gatherers were making overnight trips 
to camps in the mongongo nut forests seven to ten miles distant from the waterhole. 
These longer trips account for the rise in the level of work, from twelve or thirteen to 
nineteen hours per week.  

 If food getting occupies such a small proportion of a Bushman’s waking hours, 
then how  do  people allocate their time? A woman gathers on one day enough food to 
feed her family for three days, and spends the rest of her time resting in camp, doing 
embroidery, visiting other camps, or entertaining visitors from other camps. For each 
day at home, kitchen routines, such as cooking, nut cracking, collecting firewood, and 
fetching water, occupy one to three hours of her time. This rhythm of steady work and 
steady leisure is maintained throughout the year. 

 The hunters tend to work more frequently than the women, but their schedule is 
uneven. It is not unusual for a man to hunt avidly for a week and then do nothing at all 
for two or three weeks. Since hunting is an unpredictable business and subject to magical 
control, hunters sometimes experience a run of bad luck and stop hunting for a month 
or longer. During these periods, visiting, entertaining, and especially dancing are the pri-
mary activities of men. (Unlike the Hadza, gambling is only a minor leisure activity.) 

 The trance dance is the focus of Bushman ritual life; over 50 percent of the 
men have trained as trance-performers and regularly enter trance during the course 
of the all-night dances. At some camps, trance dances occur as frequently as two or 
three times a week, and those who have entered trances the night before rarely go 
out hunting the following day. . . In a camp with five or more hunters, there are usu-
ally two or three who are actively hunting and several others who are inactive. The 
net effect is to phase the hunting and non-hunting so that a fairly steady supply of 
meat is brought into camp.  

 TABLE 5   Caloric and Protein Levels in the !Kung Bushman Diet, July–August, 1964 

      Per-Capita Consumption        

  Class of Food  

  Percentage 
Contribution to 
Diet by Weight  

  Weight in 
Grams  

  Protein in 
Grams  

  Calories per 
Person per 

Day  

  Percentage Caloric 
Contribution of 

Meat and Vegetables  

 Meat  37  230  34.5  690  33 

 Mongongo nuts  33  210  56.7  1,260  67 

 Other vegetable foods  30  190  1.9  190   

 Total all sources  100  630  93.1  2,140  100 
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  Caloric Returns 

 Is the modest work effort of the Bushmen sufficient to provide the calories necessary 
to maintain the health of the population? Or have the !Kung, in common with some 
agricultural peoples, adjusted to a permanently substandard nutritional level? 

 During my fieldwork I did not encounter any cases of kwashiorkor, the most 
common nutritional disease in the children of African agricultural societies. However, 
without medical examinations, it is impossible to exclude the possibility that subclini-
cal signs of malnutrition existed. 

 Another measure of nutritional adequacy is the average consumption of calories 
and proteins per person per day. The estimate for the Bushmen is based on obser-
vations of the weights of foods of known composition that were brought into Dobe 
camp on each day of the study period. The per-capita figure is obtained by dividing 
the total weight of foodstuffs by the total number of persons in the camp. These re-
sults are set out in detail elsewhere and can only be summarized here. During the 
study period 410 pounds of meat were brought in by the hunters of the Dobe camp, 
for a daily share of nine ounces of meat per person. About 700 pounds of vegetables 
were gathered and consumed during the same period. Table 5 sets out the calories 
and proteins available per capita in the !Kung Bushman diet from meat, mongongo 
nuts, and other vegetable sources. 

 This output of 2,140 calories and 93.1 grams of protein per person per day may 
be compared with the Recommended Daily Allowances (RDA) for persons of the small 
size and stature but vigorous activity regime of the !Kung Bushmen. The RDA for 
Bushmen can be estimated at 1,975 calories and 60 grams of protein per person per 
day. Thus it is apparent that food output exceeds energy requirements by 165 calories 
and 33 grams of protein. One can tentatively conclude that even a modest subsistence 
effort of two or three days’ work per week is enough to provide an adequate diet for 
the !Kung Bushmen.  

  The Security of Bushman Life 

 I have attempted to evaluate the subsistence base of one contemporary hunter-
gatherer society living in a marginal environment. The !Kung Bushmen have available 
to them some relatively abundant high-quality foods, and they do not have to walk 
very far or work very hard to get them. Furthermore, this modest work effort pro-
vides sufficient calories to support not only active adults, but also a large number of 
middle-aged and elderly people. The Bushmen do not have to press their youngsters 
into the service of the food quest, nor do they have to dispose of the oldsters after they 
have ceased to be productive. 

 The evidence presented assumes an added significance because this security of 
life was observed during the third year of one of the most severe droughts in South 
Africa’s history. Most of the 576,000 people of Botswana are pastoralists and agricul-
turalists. After the crops had failed three years in succession and over 100,000 head of 
cattle had died on the range for lack of water, the World Food Program of the United 
Nations instituted a famine relief program which has grown to include 180,000 peo-
ple, over 30 percent of the population. This program did not touch the Dobe area 
in the isolated northwest corner of the country, and the Herero and Tswana women 
there were able to feed their families only by joining the Bushman women to forage 
for wild foods. Thus the natural plant resources of the Dobe area were carrying a 
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higher proportion of population than would be the case in years when the Bantu har-
vested crops. Yet this added pressure on the land did not seem to adversely affect the 
Bushmen. 

 In one sense it was unfortunate that the period of my fieldwork happened to co-
incide with the drought, since I was unable to witness a “typical” annual subsistence 
cycle. However, in another sense, the coincidence was a lucky one, for the drought put 
the Bushmen and their subsistence system to the acid test and, in terms of adaptation 
to scarce resources, they passed with flying colors. One can postulate that their sub-
sistence base would be even more substantial during years of higher rainfall. 

 What are the crucial factors that make this way of life possible? I suggest that the 
primary factor is the Bushmen’s strong emphasis on vegetable food sources. Although 
hunting involves a great deal of effort and prestige, plant foods provide from 60 to 
80 percent of the annual diet by weight. Meat has come to be regarded as a special 
treat; when available, it is welcomed as a break from the routine of vegetable foods, 
but it is never depended upon as a staple. No one ever goes hungry when hunting fails. 

 The reason for this emphasis is not hard to find. Vegetable foods are abundant, 
sedentary, and predictable. They grow in the same place year after year, and the gath-
erer is guaranteed a day’s return of food for a day’s expenditure of energy. Game ani-
mals, by contrast, are scarce, mobile, unpredictable, and difficult to catch. A hunter 
has no guarantee of success and may in fact go for days or weeks without killing a 
large mammal. During the study period, there were eleven men in the Dobe camp, 
of whom four did no hunting at all. The seven active men spent a total of 78 man-
days hunting, and this work input yielded eighteen animals killed, or one kill for 
every four man-days of hunting. The probability of any one hunter making a 
kill on a given day was 0.23. By contrast, the probability of a woman finding plant 
food on a given day was 1.00. In other words, hunting and gathering are not equally 
felicitous subsistence alternatives. 

 Consider the productivity per man-hour of the two kinds of subsistence activi-
ties. One man-hour of hunting produces about 100 edible calories, and of gathering, 
240 calories. Gathering is thus seen to be 2.4 times more productive than hunting. In 
short, hunting is a  high-risk, low-return  subsistence activity, while gathering is a  low-
risk, high-return  subsistence activity. 

 It is not at all contradictory that the hunting complex holds a central place in 
the Bushmen ethos and that meat is valued more highly than vegetable foods. Analo-
gously, steak is valued more highly than potatoes in the food preferences of our own 
society. In both situations the meat is more “costly” than the vegetable food. In the 
Bushman case, the cost of food can be measured in terms of time and energy ex-
pended. By this standard, 1,000 calories of meat “costs” ten man-hours, while the 
“cost” of 1,000 calories of vegetable foods is only four man-hours. Further, it is to be 
expected that the less predictable, more expensive food source would have a greater 
accretion of myth and ritual built up around it than would the routine staples of life, 
which rarely if ever fail.  

  Conclusions 

 Three points ought to be stressed. First, life in the state of nature is not necessarily 
nasty, brutish, and short. The Dobe-area Bushmen live well today on wild plants and 
meat, in spite of the fact that they are confined to the least productive portion of the 
range in which Bushman peoples were formerly found. It is likely that an even more 
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substantial subsistence would have been characteristic of these hunters and gatherers 
in the past, when they had the pick of African habitats to choose from. 

 Second, the basis of Bushman diet is derived from sources other than meat. This 
emphasis makes good ecological sense to the !Kung Bushmen and appears to be a 
common feature among hunters and gatherers in general. Since a 30 to 40 percent 
input of meat is such a consistent target for modern hunters in a variety of habitats, is 
it not reasonable to postulate a similar percentage for prehistoric hunters? Certainly 
the absence of plant remains on archeological sites is by itself not sufficient evidence 
for the absence of gathering. Recently abandoned Bushman campsites show a similar 
absence of vegetable remains, although this paper has clearly shown that plant foods 
comprise over 60 percent of the actual diet. 

 Finally, one gets the impression that hunting societies have been chosen by eth-
nologists to illustrate a dominant theme, such as the extreme importance of environ-
ment in the molding of certain cultures. Such a theme can best be exemplified by 
cases in which the technology is simple and/or the environment is harsh. This empha-
sis on the dramatic may have been pedagogically useful, but unfortunately it has led 
to the assumption that a precarious hunting subsistence base was characteristic of all 
cultures in the Pleistocene. This view of both modern and ancient hunters ought to 
be reconsidered. Specifically I am suggesting a shift in focus away from the dramatic 
and unusual cases, and toward a consideration of hunting and gathering as a persist-
ent and well-adapted way of life.  

  Epilogue: The Ju/’hoansi in 1994  1    

 In 1963 perhaps three-quarters of the Dobe Ju/’hoansi were living in camps based 
primarily on hunting and gathering while the rest were attached to Black cattle posts. 
Back then there had been no trading stores, schools, or clinics, no government feed-
ing programs, boreholes, or airstrips, and no resident civil servants (apart from the 
tribally-appointed headman, his clerk, and constable). By 1994 all these institutions 
and facilities were in place and the Dobe people were well into their third decade of 
rapid social change; they had been transformed in a generation from a society of for-
agers, some of whom herded and worked for others, to a society of small-holders who 
eked out a living by herding, farming, and craft production, along with some hunting 
and gathering. 

 Ju villages today look like others in Botswana. The beehive-shaped grass huts 
are gone, replaced by semi-permanent mud-walled houses behind makeshift stock-
ades to keep out cattle. Villages ceased to be circular and tight-knit. Twenty-five peo-
ple who lived in a space twenty by twenty meters now spread themselves out in a line 
village several hundred meters long. Instead of looking across the central open space 
at each other, the houses face the kraal where cattle and goats are kept, inscribing 
spatially a symbolic shift from reliance on each other to reliance on property in the 
form of herds. 

 Hunting and gathering, which provided Dobe Ju with over 85 percent of their 
subsistence as recently as 1964, now supplies perhaps 30 percent of their food. The 
rest is made up of milk and meat from domestic stock, store-bought mealie (corn) 
meal, and vast quantities of heavily-sugared tea whitened with powdered milk. Game 

 1  Excerpted from Richard B. Lee and Megan Biesele,  General Anthropology,  Vol. 1, No. 1, 
Fall 1994, pp. 1, 3–5. 
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meat and foraged foods and occasional produce from gardens makes up the rest of 
the diet. However, for most of the 1980s government and foreign drought relief pro-
vided the bulk of the diet. . . 

 In the long run, Dobe-area Ju/’hoansi face serious difficulties. Since 1975, 
wealthy Tswana have formed borehole syndicates to stake out ranches in remote ar-
eas. With 99-year leases, which can be bought and sold, ownership is tantamount to 
private tenure. By the late 1980s borehole drilling was approaching the Dobe area. 
If the Dobe Ju do not form borehole syndicates soon, with overseas help, their tradi-
tional foraging areas may be permanently cut off from them by commercial ranching.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       

  Review Questions 

   1.    How does Lee assess the day-to-day quality of !Kung life when they lived as for-
agers? How does this view compare with that held by many anthropologists in 
the early 1960s?   

   2.    What evidence does Lee give to support his view about the !Kung?   

   3.    According to Lee, !Kung children are not expected to work until after they are 
married; old people are supported and respected. How does this arrangement 
differ from behavior in our own society, and what might explain the difference?   

   4.    What was a key to successful subsistence for the !Kung and other hunter-
gatherers, according to Lee?   

   5.    In what ways has life changed for the !Kung since 1964? What has caused these 
changes?      
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  10 
 Eskimo Science         
    Richard Nelson    

   Anthropologists writing during the 1800s explained cultural differences among human 
groups using a theory called unilineal evolution. According to one, Lewis Henry Morgan, 
societies could be sorted into cultural development stages he named savagery, barbarism, 
and civilization. In his view, societies differed from one another because some progressed 
more quickly than others. Although not usually stated outright, unilineal evolutionists im-
plied that humans experienced a “refinement” of thought as they progressed. Thus hunter-
gatherers, the subject of this article by Richard Nelson, should have less developed thinking 
process than civilization dwellers.  

  Unilineal evolution was largely discredited by anthropologists in the 1900s, but it is 
easy to think that hunter-gatherers, who Morgan would classify as savages, do not think in 
ways as sophisticated as those we find in modern complex society. Nelson challenges that 
idea by describing the mental processes that Inupiaq and Koyukon use to hunt bears, seals, 
walruses, whales, and other animals. Like scientists, these hunters observe their natural 
environment in detail and through experience, develop theories about animal behavior and 
ways to hunt their prey. In short, the mental capacities of Eskimos and other hunter- gathers 
are a feature of all members of our species no matter how they live and adapt to their 
environments.      *     

           

 *  This article originally appeared in  Audubon Magazine , September/October 1993, pp. 102–109. Adapted from 
 Biophilia  by Richard Nelson, 1993. Published by Island Press. © 1993 by Richard Nelson. Reprinted by permission of 
Susan Bergholz Literary Services, New York. All rights reserved. 
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      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

 Just below the Arctic Circle in the boreal forest of interior Alaska: an amber afternoon 
in mid-November; the temperature –20°; the air adrift with frost crystals, presaging 
the onset of deeper cold. 

 Five men—Koyukon Indians—lean over the carcass of an exceptionally large 
black bear. For two days they’ve traversed the Koyukuk River valley, searching for 
bears that have recently entered hibernation dens. The animals are in prime condition 
at this season but extremely hard to find. Den entrances, hidden beneath 18 inches 
of powdery snow, are betrayed only by the subtlest of clues—patches where no grass 
protrudes from the surface because it’s been clawed away for insulation, faint con-
cavities hinting of footprint depressions in the moss below. 

 Earlier this morning the hunters took a yearling bear. In accordance with 
Koyukon tradition, they followed elaborate rules for the proper treatment of killed 
animals. For example, the bear’s feet were removed first, to keep its spirit from wan-
dering. Also, certain parts were to be eaten away from the village, at a kind of funeral 
feast. All the rest would be eaten either at home or at community events, as people 
here have done for countless generations. 

 Koyukon hunters know that an animal’s life ebbs slowly, that it remains aware 
and sensitive to how people treat its body. This is especially true for the potent and 
demanding spirit of the bear. 

 The leader of the hunting group is Moses Sam, a man in his 60s who has trapped 
in this territory since childhood. He is known for his detailed knowledge of the land 
and for his extraordinary success as a bear hunter. “No one else has that kind of luck 
with bears,” I’ve been told. “Some people are born with it. He always takes good care 
of his animals—respects them. That’s how he keeps his luck.” 

 Moses pulls a small knife from his pocket, kneels beside the bear’s head, and 
carefully slits the clear domes of its eyes. “Now,” he explains softly, “the bear won’t see 
if one of us makes a mistake or does something wrong.” 

  C ontemporary Americans are likely to find this story exotic, but over the course 
of time episodes like this have been utterly commonplace, the essence of people’s re-
lationship to the natural world. After all, for 99 percent of human history we lived 
exclusively as hunter-gatherers; by comparison, agriculture has existed only for a mo-
ment and urban societies scarcely more than a blink. 

 From this perspective, much of human experience over the past several million 
years lies beyond our grasp. Probably no society has been so deeply alienated as ours 
from the community of nature, has viewed the natural world from a greater distance 
of mind, has lapsed into a murkier comprehension of its connections with the sus-
taining environment. Because of this, we have great difficulty understanding our root-
edness to earth, our affinities with nonhuman life. 

 I believe it’s essential that we learn from traditional societies, especially those 
whose livelihood depends on the harvest of a wild environment—hunters, fishers, 
trappers, and gatherers. These people have accumulated bodies of knowledge much 
like our own sciences. And they can give us vital insights about responsible member-
ship in the community of life, insights founded on a wisdom we’d long forgotten and 
now are beginning to rediscover. 

 Since the mid-1960s I have worked as an ethnographer in Alaska, living inter-
mittently in remote northern communities and recording native traditions centered 
around the natural world. I spent about two years in Koyukon Indian villages and 
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just over a year with Inupiaq Eskimos on the Arctic coast—traveling by dog team and 
snowmobile, recording traditional knowledge, and learning the hunter’s way. 

 Eskimos have long inhabited some of the harshest environments on earth, and they 
are among the most exquisitely adapted of all human groups. Because plant life is so 
scarce in their northern terrain, Eskimos depend more than any other people on hunting. 

 Eskimos are famous for the cleverness of their technology—kayaks, harpoons, 
skin clothing, snow houses, dog teams. But I believe their greatest genius, and the ba-
sis of their success, lies in the less tangible realm of the intellect—the nexus of mind 
and nature. For what repeatedly struck me above all else was their profound knowl-
edge of the environment. 

 Several times, when my Inupiaq hunting companion did something especially 
clever, he’d point to his head and declare: “You see—Eskimo scientist!” At first I took 
it as hyperbole, but as time went by I realized he was speaking the truth. Scientists 
had often come to his village, and he saw in them a familiar commitment to the em-
pirical method. 

 Traditional Inupiaq hunters spend a lifetime acquiring knowledge—from others 
in the community and from their own observations. If they are to survive, they must 
have absolutely reliable information. When I first went to live with Inupiaq people, 
I doubted many things they told me. But the longer I stayed, the more I trusted their 
teachings. 

 For example, hunters say that ringed seals surfacing in open leads—wide cracks 
in the sea ice—can reliably forecast the weather. Because an unexpected gale might set 
people adrift on the pack ice, accurate prediction is a matter of life and death. When 
seals rise chest-high in the water, snout pointed skyward, not going anywhere in par-
ticular, it indicates stable weather, the Inupiaq say. But if they surface briefly, head low, 
snout parallel to the water, and show themselves only once or twice, watch for a sudden 
storm. And take special heed if you’ve also noticed the sled dogs howling incessantly, 
stars twinkling erratically, or the current running strong from the south. As time passed, 
my own experiences with seals and winter storms affirmed what the Eskimos said. 

 Like a young Inupiaq in training, I gradually grew less skeptical and started to 
apply what I was told. For example, had I ever been rushed by a polar bear, I would 
have jumped away to the animal’s  right  side. Inupiaq elders say polar bears are left-
handed, so you have a slightly better chance to avoid their right paw, which is slower 
and less accurate. I’m pleased to say I never had the chance for a field test. But in 
judging assertions like this, remember that Eskimos have had close contact with polar 
bears for several thousand years. 

 During winter, ringed and bearded seals maintain tunnel-like breathing holes in 
ice that is many feet thick. These holes are often capped with an igloo-shaped dome 
created by water sloshing onto the surface when the animal enters from below. Inu-
piaq elders told me that polar bears are clever enough to excavate around the base of 
this dome, leaving it perfectly intact but weak enough that a hard swat will shatter the 
ice and smash the seal’s skull. I couldn’t help wondering if this were really true; but 
then a younger man told me he’d recently followed the tracks of a bear that had exca-
vated one seal hole after another, exactly as the elders had described. 

 In the village where I lived, the most respected hunter was Igruk, a man in his 
70s. He had an extraordinary sense of animals—a gift for understanding and predict-
ing their behavior. Although he was no longer quick and strong, he joined a crew 
hunting bowhead whales during the spring migration, his main role being that of ad-
viser. Each time Igruk spotted a whale coming from the south, he counted the number 
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of blows, timed how long it stayed down, and noted the distance it traveled along the 
open lead, until it vanished toward the north. This way he learned to predict, with un-
canny accuracy, where hunters could expect the whale to resurface. 

 I believe the expert Inupiaq hunter possesses as much knowledge as a highly 
trained scientist in our own society, although the information may be of a different 
sort. Volumes could be written on the behavior, ecology, and utilization of Arctic 
animals—polar bear, walrus, bowhead whale, beluga, bearded seal, ringed seal, cari-
bou, musk ox, and others—based entirely on Eskimo knowledge. 

 Comparable bodies of knowledge existed in every Native American culture be-
fore the time of Columbus. Since then, even in the far north, Western education and 
cultural change have steadily eroded these traditions. Reflecting on a time before Eu-
ropeans arrived, we can imagine the whole array of North American animal species—
deer, elk, black bear, wolf, mountain lion, beaver, coyote, Canada goose, ruffed grouse, 
passenger pigeon, northern pike—each known in hundreds of different ways by tribal 
communities; the entire continent, sheathed in intricate webs of knowledge. Taken as 
a whole, this composed a vast intellectual legacy, born of intimacy with the natural 
world. Sadly, not more than a hint of it has ever been recorded. 

 Like other Native Americans, the Inupiaq acquired their knowledge through 
gradual accretion of naturalistic observations—year after year, lifetime after lifetime, 
generation after generation, century after century. Modern science often relies on 
other techniques—specialized full-time observation, controlled experiments, captive-
animal studies, technological devices like radio collars—which can provide similar 
information much more quickly. 

 Yet Eskimo people have learned not only  about  animals but also  from  them. 
Polar bears hunt seals not only by waiting at their winter breathing holes, but also by 
stalking seals that crawl up on the ice to bask in the spring warmth. Both methods de-
pend on being silent, staying downwind, keeping out of sight, and moving only when 
the seal is asleep or distracted. According to the elders, a stalking bear will even use 
one paw to cover its conspicuous black nose. 

 Inupiaq methods for hunting seals, both at breathing holes and atop the spring 
ice, are nearly identical to those of the polar bear. Is this a case of independent inven-
tion? Or did ancestral Eskimos learn the techniques by watching polar bears, who 
had perfected an adaptation to the sea-ice-environment long before humans arrived 
in the Arctic? 

 The hunter’s genius centers on knowing an animal’s behavior so well he can turn 
it to his advantage. For instance, Igruk once saw a polar bear far off across flat ice, 
where he couldn’t stalk it without being seen. But he knew an old technique of mim-
icking a seal. He lay down in plain sight, conspicuous in his dark parka and pants, 
then lifted and dropped his head like a seal, scratched the ice, and imitated flippers 
with his hands. The bear mistook his pursuer for prey. Each time Igruk lifted his head 
the animal kept still; whenever Igruk “slept” the bear crept closer. When it came near 
enough, a gunshot pierced the snowy silence. That night, polar bear meat was shared 
among the villagers. 

 A traditional hunter like Igruk plumbs the depths of his intellect—his capacity 
to manipulate complex knowledge. But he also delves into his animal nature, drawing 
from intuitions of sense and body and heart: feeling the wind’s touch, listening for the 
tick of moving ice, peering from crannies, hiding as if he himself were the hunted. He 
moves in a world of eyes, where everything watches—the bear, the seal, the wind, the 
moon and stars, the drifting ice, the silent waters below. He is beholden to powers we 
have long forgotten or ignored. 
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 In Western society we rest comfortably on our own accepted truths about the 
nature of nature. We treat the environment as if it were numb to our presence and 
blind to our behavior. Yet despite our certainty on this matter, accounts of traditional 
people throughout the world reveal that most of humankind has concluded otherwise. 
Perhaps our scientific method really does follow the path to a single, absolute truth. 
But there may be wisdom in accepting other possibilities and opening ourselves to 
different views of the world. 

 I remember asking a Koyukon man about the behavior and temperament of 
the Canada goose. He described it as a gentle and good-natured animal, then added: 
“Even if [a goose] had the power to knock you over, I don’t think it would do it.” 

 For me, his words carried a deep metaphorical wisdom. They exemplified the 
Koyukon people’s own restraint toward the world around them. And they offered a 
contrast to our culture, in which possessing the power to overwhelm the environment 
has long been sufficient justification for its use. 

 We often think of this continent as having been a pristine wilderness when the 
first Europeans arrived. Yet for at least 12,000 years, and possibly twice that long, Na-
tive American people had inhabited and intensively utilized the land; had gathered, 
hunted, fished, settled, and cultivated; had learned the terrain in all its details, infus-
ing it with meaning and memory; and had shaped every aspect of their life around it. 
That humans could sustain membership in a natural community for such an enor-
mous span of time without profoundly degrading it fairly staggers the imagination. 
And it gives strong testimony to the adaptation of mind—the braiding together of 
knowledge and ideology—that linked North America’s indigenous people with their 
environment. 

 A Koyukon elder, who took it upon himself to be my teacher, was fond of telling 
me: “Each animal knows way more than you do.” He spoke as if it summarized all 
that he understood and believed. 

 This statement epitomizes relationships to the natural world among many Na-
tive American people. And it goes far in explaining the diversity and fecundity of life 
on our continent when the first sailing ship approached these shores. 

 There’s been much discussion in recent years about what biologist E. O. Wilson 
has termed “biophilia”—a deep, pervasive, ubiquitous, all-embracing affinity for non-
human life. Evidence for this “instinct” may be elusive in Western cultures, but not 
among traditional societies. People like the Koyukon manifest biophilia in virtually all 
dimensions of their existence. Connectedness with nonhuman life infuses the whole 
spectrum of their thought, behavior, and belief. 

 It’s often said that a fish might have no concept of water, never having left it. In 
the same way, traditional peoples might never stand far enough outside themselves to 
imagine a generalized concept of biophilia. Perhaps it would be impossible for people 
to intimately bound with the natural world, people who recognize that all nature is 
our own embracing community. Perhaps, to bring a word like  biophilia  into their lan-
guage, they would first need to separate themselves from nature. 

 In April 1971 I was in a whaling camp several miles off the Arctic coast with a 
group of Inupiaq hunters, including Igruk, who understood animals so well he almost 
seemed to enter their minds. 

 Onshore winds had closed the lead that migrating whales usually follow, but one 
large opening remained, and here the Inupiaq men placed their camp. For a couple of 
days there had been no whales, so everyone stayed inside the warm tent, talking and 
relaxing. The old man rested on a soft bed of caribou skins with his eyes closed. Then, 
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suddenly, he interrupted the conversation: “I think a whale is coming, and perhaps it 
will surface very close. . . .” 

 To my amazement everyone jumped into action, although none had seen or 
heard anything except Igruk’s words. Only he stayed behind, while the others rushed 
for the water’s edge. I was last to leave the tent. Seconds after I stepped outside, a 
broad, shining back cleaved the still water near the opposite side of the opening, ac-
companied by the burst of a whale’s blow. 

 Later, when I asked how he’d known, Igruk said, “There was a ringing inside my 
ears.” I have no explanation other than his; I can only report what I saw. None of the 
Inupiaq crew members even commented afterward, as if nothing out of the ordinary 
had happened.  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       
  Review Questions 

   1.    What about the Koyukon and Inupiaq cultural knowledge of their environment 
resembles the controlled studies characteristic of the scientific method? Are 
there differences?   

   2.    What do Koyukon Indians have to know to successfully hunt a bear in early 
winter?   

   3.    How can Eskimos predict sudden sea squalls?   

   4.    By what processes do Inupiaq and Koyukon learn about nature and the behavior 
of animals?      
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 Domestication and the 
Evolution of Disease         
    Jared Diamond    

   All people exploit, and often change, their natural environments, as we have seen in 
the previous two articles. Not so obvious, but in some ways just as important, or-
ganisms living in the natural environment may biologically adapt to people. In this 
article, Jared Diamond shows that humans, once largely troubled by passive or slow-
growing diseases such as parasites, provide a ready new eco niche for animal-based 
microbes. With the advent of plant and animal domestication and rising populations, 
large sedentary human populations provide fertile ground for the evolution of dis-
eases, such as smallpox, measles, and bubonic plague, all originally animal diseases 
that were once largely harmless to humans. Originating mostly in the Old World where 
agriculture, animal domestication, cities, and trade favored their development, crowd 
diseases brought by Europeans were responsible for killing 95 percent of the people 
living in the Americas.      *     

           

 *  Originally published as “The Arrow of Disease” by Jared Diamond from Discover, October 1992. Copyright © 1992 
by Jared Diamond. Reprinted with permission of Discover Magazine. 
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      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

 The three people talking in the hospital room were already stressed out from hav-
ing to cope with a mysterious illness, and it didn’t help at all that they were having 
trouble communicating. One of them was the patient, a small, timid man, sick with 
pneumonia caused by an unidentified microbe and with only a limited command of 
the English language. The second, acting as translator, was his wife, worried about 
her husband’s condition and frightened by the hospital environment. The third person 
in the trio was an inexperienced young doctor, trying to figure out what might have 
brought on the strange illness. Under the stress, the doctor was forgetting everything 
he had been taught about patient confidentiality. He committed the awful blunder of 
requesting the woman to ask her husband whether he’d had any sexual experiences 
that might have caused the infection. 

 As the young doctor watched, the husband turned red, pulled himself together so 
that he seemed even smaller, tried to disappear under his bed sheets, and stammered 
in a barely audible voice. His wife suddenly screamed in rage and drew herself up to 
tower over him. Before the doctor could stop her, she grabbed a heavy metal bottle, 
slammed it onto her husband’s head, and stormed out of the room. It took a while for 
the doctor to elicit, through the man’s broken English, what he had said to so enrage 
his wife. The answer slowly emerged: he had admitted to repeated intercourse with 
sheep on a recent visit to the family farm; perhaps that was how he had contracted 
the mysterious microbe. 

 This episode, related to me by a physician friend involved in the case, sounds so 
bizarrely one of a kind as to be of no possible broader significance. But in fact it illus-
trates a subject of great importance: human diseases of animal origins. Very few of us 
may love sheep in the carnal sense. But most of us platonically love our pet animals, like 
our dogs and cats; and as a society, we certainly appear to have an inordinate fondness 
for sheep and other livestock, to judge from the vast numbers of them that we keep. 

 Some of us—most often our children—pick up infectious diseases from our pets. 
Usually these illnesses remain no more than a nuisance, but a few have evolved into 
far more. The major killers of humanity throughout our recent history—smallpox, 
flu, tuberculosis, malaria, plague, measles, and cholera—are all infectious diseases 
that arose from diseases of animals. Until World War II more victims of war died 
of microbes than of gunshot or sword wounds. All those military histories glorifying 
Alexander the Great and Napoleon ignore the ego-deflating truth: the winners of past 
wars were not necessarily those armies with the best generals and weapons, but those 
bearing the worst germs with which to smite their enemies. 

 The grimmest example of the role of germs in history is much on our minds 
this month, as we recall the European conquest of the Americas that began with 
Columbus’s voyage of 1492. Numerous as the Indian victims of the murderous Span-
ish conquistadores were, they were dwarfed in number by the victims of murderous 
Spanish microbes. These formidable conquerors killed an estimated 95 percent of the 
New World’s pre-Columbian Indian population. 

 Why was the exchange of nasty germs between the Americas and Europe so un-
equal? Why didn’t the reverse happen instead, with Indian diseases decimating the 
Spanish invaders, spreading back across the Atlantic, and causing a 95 percent de-
cline in  Europe’s  human population? 

 Similar questions arise regarding the decimation of many other native peoples 
by European germs, and regarding the decimation of would-be European conquista-
dores in the tropics of Africa and Asia. 
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 Naturally, we’re disposed to think about diseases from our own point of view: 
What can we do to save ourselves and to kill the microbes? Let’s stamp out the scoun-
drels, and never mind what  their  motives are! 

 In life, though, one has to understand the enemy to beat him. So for a mo-
ment, let’s consider disease from the microbes’ point of view. Let’s look beyond 
our anger at their making us sick in bizarre ways, like giving us genital sores or 
diarrhea, and ask why it is that they do such things. After all, microbes are as 
much a product of natural selection as we are, and so their actions must have 
come about because they confer some evolutionary benefit. 

 Basically, of course, evolution selects those individuals that are most effective at 
producing babies and at helping those babies find suitable places to live. Microbes are 
marvels at this latter requirement. They have evolved diverse ways of spreading from 
one person to another, and from animals to people. Many of our symptoms of disease 
actually represent ways in which some clever bug modifies our bodies or our behavior 
such that we become enlisted to spread bugs. 

 The most effortless way a bug can spread is by just waiting to be transmitted 
passively to the next victim. That’s the strategy practiced by microbes that wait for 
one host to be eaten by the next—salmonella bacteria, for example, which we con-
tract by eating already-infected eggs or meat; or the worm responsible for trichinosis, 
which waits for us to kill a pig and eat it without properly cooking it. 

 As a slight modification of this strategy, some microbes don’t wait for the old 
host to die but instead hitchhike in the saliva of an insect that bites the old host and 
then flies to a new one. The free ride may be provided by mosquitoes, fleas, lice, or 
tsetse flies, which spread malaria, plague, typhus, and sleeping sickness, respectively. 
The dirtiest of all passive-carriage tricks is perpetrated by microbes that pass from a 
woman to her fetus—microbes such as the ones responsible for syphilis, rubella (Ger-
man measles), and AIDS. By their cunning these microbes can already be infecting an 
infant before the moment of its birth. 

 Other bugs take matters into their own hands, figuratively speaking. They ac-
tively modify the anatomy or habits of their host to accelerate their transmission. 
From our perspective, the open genital sores caused by venereal diseases such as 
syphilis are a vile indignity. From the microbes’ point of view, however, they’re just a 
useful device to enlist a host’s help in inoculating the body cavity of another host with 
microbes. The skin lesions caused by smallpox similarly spread microbes by direct or 
indirect body contact (occasionally very indirect, as when U.S. and Australian whites 
bent on wiping out “belligerent” native peoples sent them gifts of blankets previously 
used by smallpox patients). 

 More vigorous yet is the strategy practiced by the influenza, common cold, and 
pertussis (whooping cough) microbes, which induce the victim to cough or sneeze, 
thereby broadcasting the bugs toward prospective new hosts. Similarly the cholera 
bacterium induces a massive diarrhea that spreads bacteria into the water supplies of 
potential new victims. For modification of a host’s behavior, though, nothing matches 
the rabies virus, which not only gets into the saliva of an infected dog but drives the 
dog into a frenzy of biting and thereby infects many new victims. 

 Thus, from our viewpoint, genital sores, diarrhea, and coughing are “symptoms” 
of disease. From a bug’s viewpoint, they’re clever evolutionary strategies to broadcast 
the bug. That’s why it’s in the bug’s interests to make us “sick.” But what does it gain 
by killing us? That seems self-defeating, since a microbe that kills its host kills itself. 

 Though you may well think it’s of little consolation, our death is really just an 
unintended by-product of host symptoms that promote the efficient transmission 
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of microbes. Yes, an untreated cholera patient may eventually die from producing 
diarrheal fluid at a rate of several gallons a day. While the patient lasts, though, 
the cholera bacterium profits from being massively disseminated into the water 
supplies of its next victims. As long as each victim thereby infects, on average, 
more than one new victim, the bacteria will spread, even though the first host hap-
pens to die. 

 So much for the dispassionate examination of the bug’s interests. Now let’s get 
back to considering our own selfish interests: to stay alive and healthy, best done by 
killing the damned bugs. One common response to infection is to develop a fever. 
Again, we consider fever a “symptom” of disease, as if it developed inevitably without 
serving any function. But regulation of body temperature is under our genetic con-
trol, and a fever doesn’t just happen by accident. Because some microbes are more 
sensitive to heat than our own bodies are, by raising our body temperature we in ef-
fect try to bake the bugs to death before we get baked ourselves. 

 Another common response is to mobilize our immune system. White blood cells 
and other cells actively seek out and kill foreign microbes. The specific antibodies 
we gradually build up against a particular microbe make us less likely to get rein-
fected once we are cured. As we all know there are some illnesses, such as flu and the 
common cold, to which our resistance is only temporary; we can eventually contract 
the illness again. Against other illnesses, though—including measles, mumps, rubella, 
pertussis, and the now-defeated menace of smallpox—antibodies stimulated by one 
infection confer lifelong immunity. That’s the principle behind vaccination—to stimu-
late our antibody production without our having to go through the actual experience 
of the disease. 

 Alas, some clever bugs don’t just cave in to our immune defenses. Some have 
learned to trick us by changing their antigens, those molecular pieces of the microbe 
that our antibodies recognize. The constant evolution or recycling of new strains of 
flu, with differing antigens, explains why the flu you got two years ago didn’t protect 
you against the different strain that arrived this year. Sleeping sickness is an even 
more slippery customer in its ability to change its antigens rapidly. 

 Among the slipperiest of all is the virus that causes AIDS, which evolves new 
antigens even as it sits within an individual patient, until it eventually overwhelms the 
immune system. 

 Our slowest defensive response is through natural selection, which changes the 
relative frequency with which a gene appears from generation to generation. For al-
most any disease some people prove to be genetically more resistant than others. In 
an epidemic, those people with genes for resistance to that particular microbe are 
more likely to survive than are people lacking such genes. As a result, over the course 
of history human populations repeatedly exposed to a particular pathogen tend to be 
made up of individuals with genes that resist the appropriate microbe just because 
unfortunate individuals without those genes were less likely to survive to pass their 
genes on to their children. 

 Fat consolation, you may be thinking. This evolutionary response is not one 
that does the genetically susceptible dying individual any good. It does mean, 
though, that a human population as a whole becomes better protected. 

 In short, many bugs have had to evolve tricks to let them spread among potential 
victims. We’ve evolved counter-tricks, to which the bugs have responded by evolving 
counter-counter-tricks. We and our pathogens are now locked in an escalating evolu-
tionary contest, with the death of one contestant the price of defeat, and with natural 
selection playing the role of umpire. 
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 The form that this deadly contest takes varies with the pathogens: for some it 
is like a guerrilla war, while for others it is a blitzkrieg. With certain diseases, like 
malaria or hookworm, there’s a more or less steady trickle of new cases in an affected 
area, and they will appear in any month of any year. Epidemic diseases, though, are 
different: they produce no cases for a long time, then a whole wave of cases, then no 
more cases again for a while. 

 Among such epidemic diseases, influenza is the most familiar to Americans, 
this year having been a particularly bad one for us (but a great year for the influenza 
virus). Cholera epidemics come at longer intervals, the 1991 Peruvian epidemic be-
ing the first one to reach the New World during the twentieth century. Frightening 
as today’s influenza and cholera epidemics are, though, they pale beside the far more 
terrifying epidemics of the past, before the rise of modern medicine. The greatest 
single epidemic in human history was the influenza wave that killed 21 million peo-
ple at the end of the First World War. The black death, or bubonic plague, killed 
one-quarter of Europe’s population between 1346 and 1352, with death tolls up to 
70 percent in some cities. 

 The infectious diseases that visit us as epidemics share several characteristics. 
First, they spread quickly and efficiently from an infected person to nearby healthy 
people, with the result that the whole population gets exposed within a short time. 
Second, they’re “acute” illnesses: within a short time, you either die or recover com-
pletely. Third, the fortunate ones of us who do recover develop antibodies that leave 
us immune against a recurrence of the disease for a long time, possibly our entire 
lives. Finally, these diseases tend to be restricted to humans; the bugs causing them 
tend not to live in the soil or in other animals. All four of these characteristics apply to 
what Americans think of as the once more-familiar acute epidemic diseases of child-
hood, including measles, rubella, mumps, pertussis, and smallpox. 

 It is easy to understand why the combination of those four characteristics 
tends to make a disease run in epidemics. The rapid spread of microbes and the 
rapid course of symptoms mean that everybody in a local human population is soon 
infected, and thereafter either dead or else recovered and immune. No one is left 
alive who could still be infected. But since the microbe can’t survive except in the 
bodies of living people, the disease dies out until a new crop of babies reaches the 
susceptible age—and until an infectious person arrives from the outside to start a 
new epidemic. 

 A classic illustration of the process is given by the history of measles on the 
isolated Faeroe Islands in the North Atlantic. A severe epidemic of the disease 
reached the Faeroes in 1781, then died out, leaving the islands measles-free until an 
infected carpenter arrived on a ship from Denmark in 1846. Within three months 
almost the whole Faeroes population—7,782 people—had gotten measles and then 
either died or recovered, leaving the measles virus to disappear once again until the 
next epidemic. Studies show that measles is likely to die out in any human popu-
lation numbering less than half a million people. Only in larger populations can 
measles shift from one local area to another, thereby persisting until enough babies 
have been born in the originally infected area to permit the disease’s return. 

 Rubella in Australia provides a similar example, on a much larger scale. As of 
1917 Australia’s population was still only 5 million, with most people living in scat-
tered rural areas. The sea voyage to Britain took two months, and land transport 
within Australia itself was slow. In effect, Australia didn’t even consist of a popula-
tion of 5 million, but of hundreds of much smaller populations. As a result, rubella 
hit Australia only as occasional epidemics, when an infected person happened to 
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arrive from overseas and stayed in a densely populated area. By 1938, though, the 
city of Sydney alone had a population of over one million, and people moved fre-
quently and quickly by air between London, Sydney, and other Australian cities. 
Around then, rubella for the first time was able to establish itself permanently in 
Australia. 

 What’s true for rubella in Australia is true for most familiar acute infectious dis-
eases throughout the world. To sustain themselves, they need a human population 
that is sufficiently numerous and densely packed that a new crop of susceptible chil-
dren is available for infection by the time the disease would otherwise be waning. 
Hence the measles and other such diseases are also known as “crowd diseases.” 

 Crowd diseases could not sustain themselves in small bands of hunter-gatherers 
and slash-and-burn farmers. As tragic recent experience with Amazonian Indians 
and Pacific Islanders confirms, almost an entire tribelet may be wiped out by an epi-
demic brought by an outside visitor, because no one in the tribelet has any antibodies 
against the microbe. In addition, measles and some other “childhood” diseases are 
more likely to kill infected adults than children, and all adults in the tribelet are sus-
ceptible. Having killed most of the tribelet, the epidemic then disappears. The small 
population size explains why tribelets can’t sustain epidemics introduced from the 
outside; at the same time it explains why they could never evolve epidemic diseases of 
their own to give back to the visitors. 

 That’s not to say that small human populations are free from all infectious dis-
eases. Some of their infections are caused by microbes capable of maintaining them-
selves in animals or in soil, so the disease remains constantly available to infect 
people. For example, the yellow fever virus is carried by African wild monkeys and is 
constantly available to infect rural human populations of Africa. It was also available 
to be carried to New World monkeys and people by the transatlantic slave trade. 

 Other infections of small human populations are chronic diseases, such as lep-
rosy and yaws, that may take a very long time to kill a victim. The victim thus remains 
alive as a reservoir of microbes to infect other members of the tribelet. Finally, small 
human populations are susceptible to nonfatal infections against which we don’t de-
velop immunity, with the result that the same person can become reinfected after 
recovering. That’s the case with hookworm and many other parasites. 

 All these types of diseases, characteristic of small, isolated populations, must be 
the oldest diseases of humanity. They were the ones that we could evolve and sustain 
through the early millions of years of our evolutionary history, when the total human 
population was tiny and fragmented. They are also shared with, or are similar to the 
diseases of, our closest wild relatives, the African great apes. In contrast, the evolution 
of our crowd diseases could only have occurred with the buildup of large, dense hu-
man populations, first made possible by the rise of agriculture about 10,000 years ago, 
then by the rise of cities several thousand years ago. Indeed, the first attested dates for 
many familiar infectious diseases are surprisingly recent: around 1600 B.C. for small-
pox (as deduced from pockmarks on an Egyptian mummy), 400 B.C. for mumps, 1840 
for polio, and 1959 for AIDS. 

 Agriculture sustains much higher human population densities than does hunt-
ing and gathering—on average, 10 to 100 times higher. In addition, hunter-gatherers 
frequently shift camp, leaving behind their piles of feces with their accumulated mi-
crobes and worm larvae. But farmers are sedentary and live amid their own sewage, 
providing microbes with a quick path from one person’s body into another person’s 
drinking water. Farmers also become surrounded by disease-transmitting rodents at-
tracted by stored food. 
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 Some human populations make it even easier for their own bacteria and worms 
to infect new victims, by intentionally gathering their feces and urine and spreading 
it as fertilizer on the fields where people work. Irrigation agriculture and fish farm-
ing provide ideal living conditions for the snails carrying schistosomes, and for other 
flukes that burrow through our skin as we wade through the feces-laden water. 

 If the rise of farming was a boon for our microbes, the rise of cities was a veri-
table bonanza, as still more densely packed human populations festered under even 
worse sanitation conditions. (Not until the beginning of the twentieth century did 
urban populations finally become self-sustaining; until then, constant immigration 
of healthy peasants from the countryside was necessary to make good the constant 
deaths of city dwellers from crowd diseases.) Another bonanza was the development 
of world trade routes, which by late Roman times effectively joined the populations 
of Europe, Asia, and North Africa into one giant breeding ground for microbes. That’s 
when smallpox finally reached Rome as the “plague of Antonius,” which killed mil-
lions of Roman citizens between A.D. 165 and 180. 

 Similarly, bubonic plague first appeared in Europe as the plague of Justinian 
(A.D. 542–543). But plague didn’t begin to hit Europe with full force, as the black death 
epidemics, until 1346, when new overland trading with China provided rapid transit 
for flea-infested furs from plague-ridden areas of Central Asia. Today our jet planes 
have made even the longest intercontinental flights briefer than the duration of any 
human infectious disease. That’s how an Aerolmeas Argentinas airplane, stopping in 
Lima, Peru, earlier this year, managed to deliver dozens of cholera-infected people the 
same day to my city of Los Angles, over 3,000 miles away. The explosive increase in 
world travel by Americans, and in immigration to the United States, is turning us into 
another melting pot—this time of microbes that we previously dismissed as just caus-
ing exotic diseases in far-off countries. 

 When the human population became sufficiently large and concentrated, we 
reached the stage in our history when we could at last sustain crowd diseases con-
fined to our species. But that presents a paradox: such diseases could never have ex-
isted before. Instead they had to evolve as new diseases. Where did those new diseases 
come from? 

 Evidence emerges from studies of the disease-causing microbes themselves. In 
many cases molecular biologists have identified the microbe’s closest relative. Those 
relatives also prove to be agents of infectious crowd diseases—but ones confined to 
various species of domestic animals and pets! Among animals too, epidemic diseases 
require dense populations, and they’re mainly confined to social animals that pro-
vide the necessary large populations. Hence when we domesticated social animals 
such as cows and pigs, they were already afflicted by epidemic diseases just waiting 
to be transferred to us. 

 For example, the measles virus is most closely related to the virus causing 
rinderpest, a nasty epidemic disease of cattle and many wild cud-chewing mam-
mals. Rinderpest doesn’t affect humans. Measles, in turn, doesn’t affect cattle. The 
close similarity of the measles and rinderpest viruses suggests that the rinderpest 
virus transferred from cattle to humans, then became the measles virus by chang-
ing its properties to adapt to us. That transfer isn’t surprising, considering how 
closely many peasant farmers live and sleep next to cows and their accompanying 
feces, urine, breath, sores, and blood. Our intimacy with cattle has been going on 
for 8,000 years since we domesticated them—ample time for the rinderpest virus to 
discover us nearby. Other familiar infectious diseases can similarly be traced back 
to diseases of our animal friends. 
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 Given our proximity to the animals we love, we must constantly be getting bom-
barded by animal microbes. Those invaders get winnowed by natural selection, and 
only a few succeed in establishing themselves as human diseases. A quick survey of 
current diseases lets us trace four stages in the evolution of a specialized human dis-
ease from an animal precursor. 

 In the first stage, we pick up animal-borne microbes that are still at an early 
stage in their evolution into specialized human pathogens. They don’t get transmit-
ted directly from one person to another, and even their transfer from animals to us 
remains uncommon. There are dozens of diseases like this that we get directly from 
pets and domestic animals. They include cat scratch fever from cats, leptospirosis 
from dogs, psittacosis from chickens and parrots, and brucellosis from cattle. We’re 
similarly susceptible to picking up diseases from wild animals, such as the tularemia 
that hunters occasionally get from skinning wild rabbits. 

 In the second stage, a former animal pathogen evolves to the point where it does 
get transmitted directly between people and causes epidemics. However, the epidemic 
dies out for several reasons—being cured by modern medicine, stopping when every-
body has been infected and died, or stopping when everybody has been infected and 
become immune. For example, a previously unknown disease termed  o’nyong-nyong  
fever appeared in East Africa in 1959 and infected several million Africans. It prob-
ably arose from a virus of monkeys and was transmitted to humans by mosquitoes. 
The fact that patients recovered quickly and became immune to further attack helped 
cause the new disease to die out quickly. 

 The annals of medicine are full of diseases that sound like no known disease 
today but that once caused terrifying epidemics before disappearing as mysteri-
ously as they had come. Who alive today remembers the “English sweating sick-
ness” that swept and terrified Europe between 1485 and 1578, or the “Picardy 
sweats” of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century France? 

 A third stage in the evolution of our major diseases is represented by former 
animal pathogens that establish themselves in humans and that do not die out; until 
they do, the question of whether they will become major killers of humanity remains 
up for grabs. The future is still very uncertain for Lassa fever, first observed in 1969 
in Nigeria and caused by a virus probably derived from rodents. Better established is 
Lyme disease, caused by a spirochete that we get from the bite of a tick. Although the 
first known human cases in the United States appeared only as recently as 1962, Lyme 
disease is already reaching epidemic proportions in the Northeast, on the West Coast, 
and in the upper Midwest. The future of AIDS, derived from monkey viruses, is even 
more secure, from the virus’s perspective. 

 The final stage of this evolution is represented by the major, long-established ep-
idemic diseases confined to humans. These diseases must have been the evolutionary 
survivors of far more pathogens that tried to make the jump to us from animals—and 
mostly failed. 

 Diseases represent evolution in progress, as microbes adapt by natural selection 
to new hosts. Compared with cows’ bodies, though, our bodies offer different immune 
defenses and different chemistry. In that new environment, a microbe must evolve 
new ways to live and propagate itself. 

 The best-studied example of microbes evolving these new ways involves myxo-
matosis, which hit Australian rabbits in 1950. The myxoma virus, native to a wild 
species of Brazilian rabbit, was known to cause a lethal epidemic in European do-
mestic rabbits, which are a different species. The virus was intentionally introduced 
to Australia in the hopes of ridding the continent of its plague of European rabbits, 
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foolishly introduced in the nineteenth century. In the first year, myxoma produced a 
gratifying (to Australian farmers) 99.8 percent mortality in infected rabbits. Fortu-
nately for the rabbits and unfortunately for the farmers, the death rate then dropped 
in the second year to 90 percent and eventually to 25 percent, frustrating hopes of 
eradicating rabbits completely from Australia. The problem was that the myxoma 
virus evolved to serve its own interest, which differed from the farmers’ interests 
and those of the rabbits. The virus changed to kill fewer rabbits and to permit le-
thally infected ones to live longer before dying. The result was bad for Australian 
farmers but good for the virus: a less lethal myxoma virus spreads baby viruses to 
more rabbits than did the original, highly virulent myxoma. 

 For a similar example in humans, consider the surprising evolution of syphilis. 
Today we associate syphilis with genital sores and a very slowly developing disease, 
leading to the death of untreated victims only after many years. However, when syphi-
lis was first definitely recorded in Europe in 1495, its pustules often covered the body 
from the head to the knees, caused flesh to fall off people’s faces, and led to death 
within a few months. By 1546 syphilis had evolved into the disease with the symp-
toms known to us today. Apparently, just as with myxomatosis, those syphilis spiro-
chetes evolved to keep their victims alive longer in order to transmit their spirochete 
offspring into more victims. 

 How, then, does all this explain the outcome of 1492—that Europeans conquered 
and depopulated the New World, instead of Native Americans conquering and depop-
ulating Europe? 

 Part of the answer, of course, goes back to the invaders’ technological advan-
tages. European guns and steel swords were more effective weapons than Native 
American stone axes and wooden clubs. Only Europeans had ships capable of crossing 
the ocean and horses that could provide a decisive advantage in battle. But that’s not 
the whole answer. Far more Native Americans died in bed than on the battlefield—the 
victims of germs, not of guns and swords. Those germs undermined Indian resistance 
by killing most Indians and their leaders and by demoralizing the survivors. 

 The role of disease in the Spanish conquests of the Aztec and Inca empires 
is especially well documented. In 1519 Cortés landed on the coast of Mexico with 
600 Spaniards to conquer the fiercely militaristic Aztec Empire, which at the time 
had a population of many millions. That Cortés reached the Aztec capital of Tenochti-
tlán, escaped with the loss of “only” two-thirds of his force, and managed to fight his 
way back to the coast demonstrates both Spanish military advantages and the initial 
naïveté of the Aztecs. But when Cortés’s next onslaught came, in 1521, the Aztecs were 
no longer naïve; they fought street by street with the utmost tenacity. 

 What gave the Spaniards a decisive advantage this time was smallpox, which 
reached Mexico in 1520 with the arrival of one infected slave from Spanish Cuba. 
The resulting epidemic proceeded to kill nearly half the Aztecs. The survivors were 
demoralized by the mysterious illness that killed Indians and spared Spaniards, as 
if advertising the Spaniards’ invincibility. By 1618 Mexico’s initial population of 
20 million had plummeted to about 1.6 million. 

 Pizarro had similarly grim luck when he landed on the coast of Peru in 1531 
with about 200 men to conquer the Inca Empire. Fortunately for Pizarro, and un-
fortunately for the Incas, smallpox had arrived overland around 1524, killing much 
of the Inca population, including both Emperor Huayna Capac and his son and 
designated successor, Ninan Cuyoche. Because of the vacant throne, two other sons 
of Huayna Capac, Atahuallpa and Huáscar, became embroiled in a civil war that 
Pizarro exploited to conquer the divided Incas. 
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 When we in the United States think of the most populous New World socie-
ties existing in 1492, only the Aztecs and Incas come to mind. We forget that North 
America also supported populous Indian societies in the Mississippi Valley. Sadly, 
these societies too would disappear. But in this case conquistadores contributed 
nothing directly to the societies’ destruction; the conquistadores’ germs, spreading 
in advance, did everything. When De Soto marched through the Southeast in 1540, 
he came across Indian towns abandoned two years previously because nearly all 
the inhabitants had died in epidemics. However, he was still able to see some of the 
densely populated towns lining the lower Mississippi. By a century and a half later, 
though, when French settlers returned to the lower Mississippi, almost all those 
towns had vanished. Their relics are the great mound sites of the Mississippi Valley. 
Only recently have we come to realize that the mound-building societies were still 
largely intact when Columbus arrived, and that they collapsed between 1492 and 
the systematic European exploration of the Mississippi. 

 When I was a child in school, we were taught that North America had origi-
nally been occupied by about one million Indians. That low number helped justify the 
white conquest of what could then be viewed as an almost empty continent. However, 
archeological excavations and descriptions left by the first European explorers on our 
coasts now suggest an initial number of around 20 million. In the century or two fol-
lowing Columbus’s arrival in the New World, the Indian population is estimated to 
have declined by about 95 percent. 

 The main killers were European germs, to which the Indians had never been 
exposed and against which they therefore had neither immunologic nor genetic resist-
ance. Smallpox, measles, influenza, and typhus competed for top rank among the kill-
ers. As if those were not enough, pertussis, plague, tuberculosis, diphtheria, mumps, 
malaria, and yellow fever came close behind. In countless cases Europeans were actu-
ally there to witness the decimation that occurred when the germs arrived. For exam-
ple, in 1837 the Mandan Indian tribe, with one of the most elaborate cultures in the 
Great Plains, contracted smallpox thanks to a steamboat traveling up the Missouri 
River from St. Louis. The population of one Mandan village crashed from 2,000 to 
less than 40 within a few weeks. 

 The one-sided exchange of lethal germs between the Old and New worlds is 
among the most striking and consequence-laden facts of recent history. Whereas over 
a dozen major infectious diseases of Old World origins became established in the New 
World, not a single major killer reached Europe from the Americas. The sole possible 
exception is syphilis, whose area of origin still remains controversial. 

 That one-sidedness is more striking with the knowledge that large, dense human 
populations arc a prerequisite for the evolution of crowd diseases. If recent reapprais-
als of the pre-Columbian New World population are correct, that population was not 
far below the contemporaneous population of Eurasia. Some New World cities, like 
Tenochtitlán, were among the world’s most populous cities at the time. Yet Tenochti-
tlán didn’t have awful germs waiting in store for the Spaniards. Why not? 

 One possible factor is the rise of dense human populations began somewhat 
later in the New World than in the Old. Another is that the three most populous Amer-
ican centers—the Andes, Mexico, and the Mississippi Valley—were never connected 
by regular fast trade into one gigantic breeding ground for microbes, in the way that 
Europe, North Africa, India, and China became connected in late Roman times. 

 The main reason becomes clear, however, if we ask a simple question: From 
what microbes could any crowd diseases of the Americas have evolved? We’ve seen 
that Eurasian crowd diseases evolved from diseases of domesticated herd animals. 
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Significantly, there were many such animals in Eurasia. But there were only five 
animals that became domesticated in the Americas: the turkey in Mexico and parts 
of North America, the guinea pig and llama/alpaca (probably derived from the same 
original wild species) in the Andes, the Muscovy duck in tropical South America, and 
the dog throughout the Americas. 

 That extreme paucity of New World domestic animals reflects the paucity of 
wild starting material. About 80 percent of the big wild mammals of the Americas 
became extinct at the end of the last ice age, around 11,000 years ago, at approxi-
mately the same time that the first well-attested wave of Indian hunters spread over 
the Americas. Among the species that disappeared were ones that would have yielded 
useful domesticates, such as American horses and camels. Debate still rages as to 
whether those extinctions were due to climate changes or to the impact of Indian 
hunters on prey that had never seen humans. Whatever the reason, the extinctions 
removed most of the basis for Native American animal domestication—and for crowd 
diseases. 

 The few domesticates that remained were not likely sources of such diseases. 
Muscovy ducks and turkeys don’t live in enormous flocks, and they’re not naturally 
endearing species (like young lambs) with which we have much physical contact. 
Guinea pigs may have contributed a trypanosome infection like Chagas’ disease or 
leishmaniasis to our catalog of woes, but that’s uncertain. 

 Initially the most surprising absence is of any human disease derived from lla-
mas (or alpacas), which are tempting to consider as the Andean equivalent of Eura-
sian livestock. However, llamas had three strikes against them as a source of human 
pathogens: their wild relatives don’t occur in big herds as do wild sheep, goats, and 
pigs; their total numbers were never remotely as large as the Eurasian populations 
of domestic livestock, since llamas never spread beyond the Andes; and llamas aren’t 
as cuddly as piglets and lambs and aren’t kept in such close association with people. 
(You may not think of piglets as cuddly, but human mothers in the New Guinea high-
lands often nurse them, and they frequently live right in the huts of peasant farmers.) 

 The importance of animal-derived diseases for human history extends far be-
yond the Americas. Eurasian germs played a key role in decimating native peoples 
in many other parts of the world as well, including the Pacific islands, Australia, and 
southern Africa. Racist Europeans used to attribute those conquests to their sup-
posedly better brains. But no evidence for such better brains has been forthcoming. 
Instead, the conquests were made possible by Europeans’ nastier germs, and by the 
technological advances and denser populations that Europeans ultimately acquired 
by means of their domesticated plants and animals. 

 So on this 500th anniversary of Columbus’s discovery, let’s try to regain our sense 
of perspective about his hotly debated achievements. There’s no doubt that Columbus 
was a great visionary, seaman, and leader. There’s also no doubt that he and his suc-
cessors often behaved as bestial murderers. But those facts alone don’t fully explain 
why it took so few European immigrants to initially conquer and ultimately supplant 
so much of the native population of the Americas. Without the germs Europeans 
brought with them—germs that were derived from their animals—such conquests 
might have been impossible.  
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      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       
  Review Questions 

   1.    According to Diamond, why did Old World diseases kill 95 percent of the Indians 
of the Americas while so few illnesses traveled from the New World to Europe 
and Asia?   

   2.    Diamond notes that animal diseases go through four stages as they evolve to in-
fect humans. What are these stages?   

   3.    What kinds of diseases did humans have before the advent of plant and animal 
domestication?   

   4.    What accounts for the fact that so many “crowd diseases,” such as smallpox and 
bubonic plague, occur only periodically in epidemics?   

   5.    What conditions foster the development of crowd diseases among human 
beings? What are the most recent crowd diseases to develop?      
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 Forest Development 
the Indian Way         
    Richard K. Reed    

   To most industrialized peoples, the practice of slash-and-burn agriculture seems wasteful. 
Horticulturalists use axes and machetes to fell forests, burn the debris, and then plant in 
the ashes. Within a few short years, the fields are abandoned and the farmer moves on. For 
people used to thinking of agriculture as intensively planted permanent fields, slash-and-
burn agriculture seems destructive. In this article, Richard Reed challenges this simplistic 
notion. Describing the production practices of the Guaraní Indians living in the tropical 
forests of Paraguay, and detailing the destruction of their original way of life by the infiltra-
tion of  colonos  (non-Indian colonists), he shows that Indian slash-and-burn agriculture 
combined with commercial harvesting of natural products offers a more sustainable and 
economically sound means for all people to prosper in these fragile forests.      *   

        Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

 When I arrived in Itanaramí that very first time, it felt like I had left the modern world 
behind. This small Guaraní Indian village was hidden deep in the Paraguayan forests, sur-
rounded by hundreds of miles of wilderness. I took a jeep to the end of a rutted dirt road

           

 *  From Richard K. Reed, “Forest Development the Indian Way.” Used by permission on the author. 
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and followed winding footpaths for two days into the heart of one of South America’s 
great natural areas. Trees shaded the trail I took over the low hills, and clear streams 
offered cool refreshment in the valleys. Entering the community, the path opened into 
a small clearing and Veraju’s small thatch roof jutted up through the tangle of the 
family’s overgrown garden. His family was busy in the house yard, preparing manioc 
from the garden and game from the hunt. The rest of the settlement was similarly 
embedded in the forest, each home set in a small clearing along the narrow footpath. 
Houses seemed isolated from the world, protected from modernity by the high trees 
and verdant foliage of this vast forest. 

 I soon discovered that the isolation was illusory. Their house lots were strewn 
with machetes from Costa Rica and clothes were sewn from Brazilian polyester cloth. 
Even the most isolated households bought salt and soap and fish hooks from traders. 

 Guaraní made their living by gardening and hunting, but they also obtained cash 
by gathering and selling goods from the forest, especially the leaves of the wild yerba 
maté plant ( Ilex Paraguayensis ), which is brewed in a caffeinated infusion throughout 
southern South America. And the commercial work was not new. A little research 
showed that the Guaraní had sold the leaf to Brazilian, Argentine, and Bolivian mer-
chants since at least 1590. They had developed a way to mine the forest for its wealth 
without destroying the resources on which they depend. 

  The Threatened Forests 

 But the Guaraní’s environment was threatened even then. The world’s great tropical 
regions had become prime targets for a new kind of economic development. Ranch-
ers and farmers, from Brazil to Indonesia, flocked to the jungle frontiers armed with 
chainsaws and bulldozers. They built roads, clear-cut timber, and denuded the land of 
foliage, often burning the trees and brush as they went. 

 The scope of this human invasion staggers the mind. In recent times, develop-
ment destroys hundreds of square miles of virgin tropical forest each day. In the Ama-
zon alone, an area half the size of Louisiana is cleared every year. We are discovering 
that not only are the forests finite, but they are rapidly disappearing. At this rate, au-
thorities predict that the forests will be gone by the year 2050! 

 The future of this development is as finite as the resources it depends on. The 
march of progress, which seems so powerful and necessary, will soon destroy the very 
resources it requires. We can either choose to abandon our current development strat-
egies or we will be forced to change. 

 As a result, the modern world is searching for models of development that pro-
mote growth within the world’s finite resources. This  sustainable development  dif-
fers from conventional strategies in several important respects. First, it recognizes 
that resources are finite and protects those resources even as we benefit from them. 
Second, sustainable development emphasizes the relationship between economic, 
ecological, and social systems, striving to protect the integrity of all three. Third, 
sustainable development promotes social stability by distributing the benefits and 
raising the standard of living of all people. 

 As the modern world searches for technological solutions to its increasingly 
obvious problems, I discovered that the Guaraní offered a proven model for sus-
tainable tropical forest development. More than simply providing their subsistence, 
they had developed a  commercial  system that gave them access to the world mar-
ketplace without destroying the forests they depended on. 
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 We may ask what accounts for this successful adaptation. What subsistence 
strategies permit them to live within the ecological limits of the forest? Can such peo-
ple provide a model for successful tropical forest management? If so, perhaps indig-
enous peoples will be as important to our future as the oxygen-giving forests they live 
in. Let’s look at the factors that allowed the Guaraní of eastern Paraguay to prosper in 
the forest and the lessons we may learn from them.  

  The Guaraní 

 Before the encroachment of outsiders, the Guaraní Indians were well adapted to their 
forest environment. Like most horticulturalists, they lived in small, widely scattered 
communities. Because their population densities were low, and because they prac-
ticed a mixture of slash-and-burn agriculture and foraging, they placed a light de-
mand on forest resources. Small size also meant a more personal social organization 
and an emphasis on cooperation and sharing. Although of greater size and complexity 
than hunter-gatherer bands, Guaraní villages contained many of the cultural values 
found in these nomadic societies. 

 Since that first visit twenty years ago, I have continued to conduct ethnographic 
fieldwork in the small group of Guaraní villages that include Itanaramí. The residents 
of these communities are among the last of the Guaraní Indians still living in the 
forests of southern South America. They are the remnants of an ethnic group that 
400 years ago dominated southern Brazil and Paraguay from the Atlantic Ocean to 
the Andes. The Guaraní have suffered as disease, slavers, and colonists have invaded 
their forests. Today, only 30,500 Guaraní remain in isolated settlements where the 
tropical forest survives—and even these are threatened. 

 The forests of Itanaramí have high canopies that shelter both animal and human 
populations. When I first arrived in the region, the expanse of trees was broken only 
by streams and rivers that drain westward to the broad, marshy valley of the Paraná 
River. Viewed from the ground, the density of the forest growth was matched only by 
the diversity of plant species. 

 Itanaramí itself is built along a small stream that gives the settlement its name. 
To my uninformed eye, it was difficult to recognize the existence of a village at all 
when I first arrived there. Homesteads—which consisted of a clearing, a thatched hut, 
and a field—were scattered in the forest, often out of sight of one another. A closer 
look revealed that pathways through the forest connected houses to each other and 
to a slightly larger homestead, that of the  tamoi  (literally grandfather), the group’s 
religious leader. As in many small societies, households were tied together by kinship, 
which wove a tapestry of relations that organized social affairs and linked Itanaramí 
to other Guaraní communities. 

 I discovered that Guaraní culture emphasized sharing and cooperation. Sis-
ters often shared work and childcare. Brothers usually hunted together. Food was 
distributed among members of the extended family, including cousins, aunts, and 
uncles. Families distributed abundance with compatriots who had less—and expected 
the same treatment in return. People emphasized the general welfare, not personal 
wealth. 

 The  tamoi,  although in no sense a leader with formal authority, commanded 
considerable respect in the community. He settled disputes, chastised errant jun-
iors, and led the entire community in evening religious ceremonies where all drank 
 kanguijy  (fermented corn), danced, and chanted to the gods. 
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 The people of Itanaramí not only lived in the forest, they saw themselves as of 
it. The forest was basic to indigenous cosmology. The people referred to themselves 
as  ka’aguygua,  or “people of the forest.” Villagers often named their children after the 
numerous forest songbirds, symbolizing their close personal ties to the environment.  

  Sustainable Production 

 Guaraní had lived in their present locale for centuries and had dwelled throughout the 
tropical forests of lowland South America for thousands of years. During all this time, 
they exploited flora, fauna, and soils of the forests without undermining the integrity 
of the forest ecosystem. In fact, Guaraní production seems to promote biodiversity. 

 The secret of their success was their production strategy. The Indians mixed agri-
culture with gathering, hunting, and fishing in a way that permitted the environment 
to recover. They even collected forest products for sale to outsiders, again without 
causing environmental damage. Guaraní farming was well suited to forest mainte-
nance. Using a form of shifting agriculture called slash-and-burn farming, the Indians 
permitted the forest to recover from the damage of field clearing. The way Veraju, the 
tamoi of Itanaramí, and his wife, Kitu, farmed provides a typical example. When the 
family needed to prepare a new field, it was Veraju who did the heavy work. He cut 
the trees and undergrowth to make a half-acre clearing near his house. Then he, Kitu, 
and some of their five children burned the fallen trees and brush, creating an ash that 
provided a powerful fertilizer for the thin forest soils. When the field was prepared, 
Kitu used a digging stick fashioned from a sapling to poke small holes in the ground, 
and planted the staple Guaraní crops, beans and manioc root (from which tapioca is 
made). Interspersed with the basic staples, they added the slower-growing banana, 
sugar cane, and orange trees to round out their diet. When the crops matured, it was 
Kitu and her daughters who harvested them. 

 The secret to successful slash-and-burn agriculture is field “shifting” or rota-
tion. Crops flourish the first year and are plentiful the next, but the sun and rain 
soon take their toll on the exposed soil. The thin loam layer, so typical of tropical 
forests, degenerates rapidly to sand and clay. Grasses, weeds, and insect pests, rare 
in the deep forest, eventually discover the vulnerable crops. By the third year, the 
poor soils are thick with weeds and grow only a sparse corn crop and few small 
manioc roots. Rather than replant a fourth time, Veraju and Kitu would clear a 
new field nearby where soils are naturally more fertile and the forest can be burned 
for additional ash fertilizer. 

 Although fallow, their old field was not abandoned. They returned periodically 
to dig some of the remaining manioc and, while there, tend a small area of banana 
trees or clear the weeds from around a young orange tree. If Veraju discovered a yerba 
plant taking root in the tangle of undergrowth he would cut back the surrounding 
brush and give it room to grow. 

 The surrounding forest quickly reclaims the old field; roots penetrate the open-
ing from the forest edge and animals wander through it dropping seeds in their path. 
As the forest returns, the decaying matter once again strengthens the depleted soil. Af-
ter several years the plot will be distinguished only as one of the citrus groves that are 
scattered throughout the unbroken forest. In this way, the forest produces a sustained 
yield without degrading the natural ecosystem. 

 More than protect the forest, Guaraní production increases the biodiversity of 
the system. As gardens revert to fallows, and regrowth turns into forest, some of the 
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species planted and tended by the Guaraní survive. The forest that regrows has plants 
that would have failed but for the attention of Kitu or Veraju. 

 The forest recovers sufficiently fast for the same plot to be cleared and replanted 
within ten or fifteen years. This “swidden” system results in the cyclic use of a large 
area of forest, with a part under cultivation and a much larger portion lying fallow in 
various stages of decomposition. 

 If farming formed the only subsistence base, the Guaraní would have had to 
clear much larger gardens. But they also turned to other forest resources—game, 
fish, and forest products—to meet their needs. Guaraní men often formed small 
groups to hunt large animals such as deer, tapir, and peccary with guns purchased 
from outsiders or with the more traditional bows and arrows they make themselves. 
A successful hunt provides enough meat to share liberally with friends. Men also 
trapped smaller mammals, such as armadillo and paca (a large rodent). They fash-
ioned snares and deadfall traps from saplings, tree trunks, and cactus fiber twine. 
These were set near homesteads, along streams, and at the edges of gardens. Traps 
not only provided meat, but also killed animals that would otherwise eat the crops. 

 Fish also supplied protein for the Guaraní diet and reduced dependence on ag-
ricultural produce. Many rivers and streams flow near Itanaramí on flat bottomland. 
These watercourses meander in broad loops that may be cut off as the river or stream 
changes course during a flood. Meanders, called oxbows, make ideal fishing spots. In 
addition to hook and line, men captured the fish by using a poison extracted from the 
bark of the  timbo  vine. Floated over the surface of the water, the poison stuns the fish 
and allows them to be caught by hand. 

 The forest also supplied a variety of useful products for the Guaraní. They made 
houses from tree trunks and bamboo stalks; rhododendron vines secured thatched 
roofs. Villagers collected wild honey and fruit to add sweetness to their diets. If the 
manioc in the fields were insufficient, wild tubers provided a basic staple. Even sev-
eral species of insect larva and ants were collected as tasty and nutritious supple-
ments to the daily meal. Finally, the Indians knew about a wide variety of medicinal 
plants. They processed roots, leaves, flowers, and seeds to release powerful alkaloids, 
making teas and poultices for the sick and injured. 

 But the Guaraní were not isolated from commercial goods. Almost five hundred 
years ago, White traders entered the forests of the Guaraní and gave Indians access to 
world markets. The Guaraní continued to produce for most of their needs, but items 
such as machetes, hooks, soap, and salt were more easily bought than manufactured 
or collected. As they did with farming and hunting, Guaraní turned to the forest to 
meet such economic needs. They regularly collected two forest products, yerba maté 
and leaves from wild orange trees, which have an oil used in flavorings and perfumes, 
to raise the necessary funds. 

 It is important to note the special Guaraní knowledge and values associated with 
subsistence activities. Because they lived in the forest for such a long time, and be-
cause they would have nowhere to turn if their own resources disappeared, they relied 
on a special and complex knowledge of how the forest works and how it can be used. 

 For example, Guaraní, such as Veraju, distinguished among a variety of “eco-
zones,” each with a unique combination of soil, flora, and fauna. They recognized 
obvious differences between the high forests on the hills, the deep swamps of river 
basins, and the grassy savannahs of the high plains. But they made more subtle 
distinctions within these larger regions. For example, they called the low scrub 
along rivers ca’ati. Flooded each year during the rainy season, this region sup-
ported bamboo groves that harbored small animals for trapping and provided 
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material for house construction. The forests immediately above the flood plain 
look like an extension of the  ca’ati , but to the Guaraní they differed in important 
ways. This ecozone supported varieties of bamboo that were useless in house con-
struction but that attracted larger animals, such as peccary, which they hunted. In 
all, the Guaraní distinguished among nine resource zones, each with distinctive 
soils, flora, fauna, and uses. These subtle distinctions among ecozones enabled 
the Guaraní to use the forest to its best benefit. By shifting their subsistence ef-
forts from one zone to another, just as they shifted their fields from one spot to the 
next, the Guaraní assured that the forest environment, with its rich variety of life, 
would always be able to renew itself. 

 Rather than undermine the stability of the forest, Guaraní production has 
increased biodiversity by fostering the growth of useful plants. The evidence is 
subtle but ubiquitous. The species of bamboo used for arrows and the palms val-
ued for bow staves are more common in forests near Guaraní communities and, 
even in the most distant areas, citrus groves and yerba trees signal the existence of 
long-forgotten gardens. Research shows that this form of subtle agroforestry has 
increased the biodiversity of forests throughout lowland Latin America. Anthropol-
ogists have come to understand that all of these primordial forests have experienced 
the gentle hand of human intervention, enough to challenge our belief that any eco-
system is truly “natural.”  

  The Impact of Unsustainable Development 

 In the last few years, intensive commercial development has come to the region in 
which Itanaramí lies. Paraguay’s deforestation rates are among the highest in the 
world, raising the specter of complete ecological destruction. White  colonos  (settlers), 
armed with chain saws and earthmovers, attack the trees. They vandalize the land 
without awareness of the carefully integrated ecozones. As the trees fall, the forest 
products, such as yerba maté, are destroyed. So are the mammals and fish, the bam-
boo and the rhododendron vines, the honey and the fruits, and the fallow fields. As 
these resources disappear, so does the economy of the once self-sufficient Guaraní. 
Without their traditional mode of subsistence, it has become impossible to maintain 
their kin-organized society, the influence of the tamoi, and the willingness to share. 
Indian communities are destroyed by poverty and disease, and the members who re-
main join the legions of poor laborers who form the lowest class of the national soci-
ety. In short, the Guaraní lose their ability to survive as an independent ethnic group. 

 Recent intensive development began near Itanaramí with a road that colonists 
cut through the jungle to the village. Through this gash in the forest moved logging 
trucks, bulldozers, farm equipment, and buses. Accompanying the machinery of de-
velopment were farmers, ranchers, and speculators, hoping to make a quick profit 
from the verdant land. They descended from their vehicles onto the muddy streets of 
a newly built frontier town. They cleared land for general stores and bars, which were 
soon filled with merchandise and warm beer. By day, the air in the town was fouled by 
truck noise and exhaust fumes; by night it was infused with the glare of electric lights 
and the noise of blaring tape players. 

 Soon the settlers began to fell the forest creating fields for cotton, soybeans, and 
pasture. Survey teams cleared boundaries and drew maps. Lumber gangs camped 
in the forests, clear-cutting vast tracts of trees. Valuable timber was hauled off to 
new lumber mills; everything else was piled and burned. Massive bulldozers created 
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expanses of sunlight in the previously unbroken forest. Within months, grass, cot-
ton, and soybeans sprouted in the exposed soils. Where once the land had been home 
for game, it now provided for cattle. Herds often clogged the roads, competing with 
trucks hauling cotton to market and busses loaded with new colonists. Settlers fenced 
in the fields and cut lanes through the remaining forest to mark off portions that 
would be private property (off-limits to Indians). 

 The road and fields reached Itanaramí in 1994. A cement bridge was built over 
the stream and chainsaws, logging trucks, and bulldozers assaulted the forests the 
Guaraní once used for gardens, farming, and hunting. The footpath that once carried 
Guaraní to the tamoi’s house now carries their timber to market in Brazil. The fami-
lies are left with barren house lots. 

 Moreover, by destroying the forest resources surrounding the Guaraní villages of 
the region, colonos set in motion a process that destroyed the native culture and soci-
ety. Guaraní communities became islands surrounded by a sea of pastures and farm 
fields. Although the Indians held onto their gardens, they lost the forest resources 
needed to sustain their original mode of subsistence, which depended on hunting, 
fishing, and gathering in the forest as well as farming. These economic changes forced 
alterations in the Indian community. 

 First, without the forest to provide game, fish, and other products, the Guaraní 
became dependent on farming alone for their survival. Without wild foods, they had 
to plant more corn and beans. Without the forest production of yerba maté leaves to 
collect for sale, they were also forced to plant cash crops such as cotton and tobacco. 
These changes forced them to clear gardens that were over twice the size of their pre-
vious plots. 

 While the loss of the forest for hunting and gathering increased their dependence 
on agriculture, the fences and land titles of the new settlers reduced the land available 
to the Indians for cultivation. Families soon cleared the last of the remaining high for-
ests that they controlled. Even the once forested stream banks were denuded. 

 After they had cleared their communities’ high forest, Indian farmers were 
forced to replant fields without allowing sufficient fallow time for soils to rejuvenate. 
Crops suffered from lack of nutrients and yields declined despite additional effort 
devoted to clearing and weeding. Commercial crops, poorly suited to the forest soils, 
did even worse. As production suffered, the Indians cleared and farmed even larger 
areas. The resulting spiral of poor harvests and enlarged farms outstripped the soil’s 
capacity to produce and the Guaraní’s ability to care for the crops. Food in the In-
dian communities grew scarce. The diet was increasingly restricted to nonnutritious 
manioc as a dietary staple because it was the only plant that could survive in the 
exhausted soils. 

 The Guaraní felt the ecological decline in other ways. The loss of game and 
poor crop yields exacerbated health problems. Settlers brought new diseases such 
as colds and flu into the forest. The Guaraní have little inherited resistance to 
these illnesses and poor nutrition reduced their defenses even further. Disease not 
only sapped the adults’ energy for farming and childcare, it increased death rates 
at all ages. Tuberculosis, which well-fed Guaraní had rarely contracted, became 
the major killer in the community. 

 The environmental destruction took a psychological toll as well. Guaraní be-
gan to fall into depression, get drunk on cheap cane liquor, and, all too often, 
commit suicide. A number of suicides were noted among the Guaraní in Brazil in 
the 1990s and subsequent research in Paraguay showed that indigenous peoples 
were killing themselves at almost fifty times the national average. The epidemic 
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hit 15- to 24-year-olds the hardest. These young people saw little future for them-
selves, their families, and their people. 

 Deforestation also disrupted social institutions. Without their subsistence base, 
many Guaraní needed additional cash to buy food and goods. Indian men were forced 
to seek work as farmhands, planting pastures and picking cotton on land where they 
once hunted. Women stayed at home to tend children and till the deteriorating soils of 
the family farms. 

 The search for wage labor eventually forced whole Guaraní families to move. 
Many jobs were available on the new farms that had replaced the forest. Entire fami-
lies left home for hovels they constructed on the land of their employers. From in-
dependent farmers and gatherers, they became tenants of  patrones  (landowners). 
Patrones prohibited the Guaraní farmhands from planting gardens of their own, so 
the displaced Indians were forced to buy all their food, usually from the patrones 
themselves. Worse, patrones set their own inflated prices on the food and goods sold 
to Indians. Dependence on the patrones displaced the mutual interdependence of tra-
ditional Guaraní social organization. 

 As individuals and families left the Guaraní villages in search of work on sur-
rounding farms and ranches, tamoi leaders lost influence. It became impossible to 
gather disparate relatives and friends for religious ritual. The distances were too great 
for the elders’ nieces and nephews to seek out counsel and medicines. Moreover, the 
diseases and problems suffered by the Guaraní were increasingly caused by people 
and powers outside the forest. The tamoi could neither control nor explain the chang-
ing world. 

 Finally, as the forest disappeared, so did its power to symbolize Guaraní entity. 
No longer did young Indians see themselves as “people of the forest.” Increasingly, 
they called themselves  indios , the pejorative slur used by their non-Indian neighbors. 

 Today, many of the Guaraní of eastern Paraguay remain in small but impover-
ished communities in the midst of a frontier society based on soybean farming and 
cattle ranching. The households that previously were isolated individual plots are now 
concentrated in one small area without forest for farming or privacy. The traditional 
tamoi continue to be the center of the social and religious life of the community, but 
no longer exert influence over village decisions, which are increasingly dominated by 
affairs external to the local community.  

  Development and Ecology 

 Some people might argue that the Guaraní need to learn from their new neighbors, 
that they need to change their traditional ways and adopt the economy and culture of 
the more modern, prosperous society. The problems the Guaraní suffer, they claim, 
are a result of their traditional economy and culture. Change might be painful for to-
day’s Indians, but will provide unequaled opportunity for their descendants. 

 Unfortunately, this argument ignores the fact that recent development is destroy-
ing the resources on which the new fanning and ranching depend. The long-run impli-
cations of forest clearing are disastrous, not simply for the Guaraní and other Indians, 
but for settlers and developers as well. The tropical forest ecosystem is extremely frag-
ile. When the vegetable cover is destroyed, the soil quickly disappears. Erosion clogs 
rivers with silt and the soils left behind are baked to a hardpan on which few plants 
can survive. Rainwater previously captured by foliage and soil is quickly lost to run-
off, drying the winds that feed the regional rain systems. Although first harvests in 
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frontier areas seem bountiful, long-term farming and ranching are unprofitable as 
the soils, deprived of moisture and the rejuvenating forces of the original forest, are 
reduced to a “red desert.” 

 Returning to Itanaramí today, one notices that many of the fields first cleared by 
ranchers in 1996 have already been abandoned. And even worse, leaving the cleared 
land fallow does not restore it. Once destroyed, the forest plants cannot reclaim the 
huge expanses of hardpan left by unsustainable development. 

 Nor have developers been interested in husbanding the land. The colonos who 
clear the forests are concerned with short-term profit. Entrepreneurs and peasant 
farmers maximize immediate returns on their labor and investment, unaware of the 
environmental costs that subsidize their earnings. When the trees and soils of one 
area are exhausted, the farmers, ranchers, and loggers move farther into the virgin 
forest in search of new resources. The process creates a wave of development that 
leaves destruction in its wake. Unlike the Guaraní who have developed sustainable 
systems, developers do not stay and contend with the environmental destruction 
caused by their activities.  

  Indigenous Models for Sustainable Development 

 Rather than the Guaraní learning to adapt to our models of development, perhaps 
we need to take a lesson from indigenous peoples. If we hope to survive in the rain 
forest, we must learn from the people who have not only survived, but prospered 
commercially in this fragile environment. International agencies and national govern-
ments have begun to recognize that our development strategies are doomed to failure. 
Although deforestation continues unchecked in many regions of the Amazon Basin, 
forest conservation programs are using the experience of indigenous people to pro-
mote sustainable development in the forest. 

 Such is the case in Paraguay where a program is being implemented to preserve 
the remaining tropical forests. Groups like the Guaraní of Itanaramí, so recently 
threatened by encroaching development, are providing a model for newcomers to 
earn a profit from the natural resources, while protecting the existing environment. 
The natural forests of some of the Guaraní are the last remaining undisturbed sub-
tropical forest in eastern Paraguay. With the help of Nature Conservancy, an area 
of 280 square miles has been set aside as a biosphere reserve. Although small, the 
program is attempting to protect a much larger buffer zone around the reserve by 
promoting rational land use by colonists. Aided by anthropologists who have made 
detailed studies of Indian commercial harvesting, planners are integrating the Indi-
ans’ own models of agro-forestry into new production strategies for colonos. Guaraní 
techniques of commercial extraction have been of special interest, particularly the 
harvest of yerba maté, as it will economically outperform destructive farming in the 
long run. Teams of planners are teaching newcomers to tend and harvest their own 
tree crops. Far from being backward and inefficient, the mixed horticultural subsist-
ence strategies of indigenous forest groups have turned out to be the most practical 
way to manage the fragile tropical forest environment.   
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      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       
  Review Questions 

   1.    Anthropologists claim that subsistence strategies affect a society’s social organi-
zation and ideology. Evaluate this assertion in light of reading about the way the 
Guaraní live in their rain forest environment.   

   2.    Why is horticulture more environmentally sensible than intensive agricultural 
and pastoral exploitation of the Amazonian rain forest?   

   3.    How does Guaraní intervention increase the biodiversity of the forest ecosys-
tem? Does this change our understanding of “nature” and the “natural world”?   

   4.    Guaraní Indians are largely subsistence farmers and foragers. How do they use 
their forest environment without destroying it?   

   5.    How have colonos disrupted the lives of Guaraní villagers? What does this tell us 
about the relationship between subsistence and social structure?   

   6.    How can the Guaraní use their rain forest habitat to make money, and what does 
their experience suggest as a way to integrate forest exploitation into a market 
economy without environmental destruction?       
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 People everywhere experience wants that can be satisfied only by the acquisition 
and use of material goods and the services of others. To meet such wants, humans 
rely on an aspect of their cultural inventory, the  economic system,  which we will de-
fine as the provision of goods and services to meet biological and social wants. 

 The meaning of the term  want  can be confusing. It can refer to what humans 
 need  for their survival. We must eat, drink, maintain a constant body temperature, 
defend ourselves, and deal with injury and illness. The economic system meets these 
needs by providing food, water, clothing, shelter, weapons, medicines, and the coop-
erative services of others. 

 But material goods serve more than just our survival needs: they meet our cul-
turally defined  wants  as well. We need clothes to stay warm, but we want garments 
of a particular style, cut, and fabric to signal our status, rank, or anything else we 
wish to communicate socially. We need food to sustain life, but we want particular 
foods prepared in special ways to fill our aesthetic and social desires. Services and 
goods may also be exchanged to strengthen ties between people or groups. Birthday 
presents may not always meet physical needs, but they clearly function to strengthen 
the ties between the parties to the exchange. 

 Part of the economic system is concerned with  production,  which means ren-
dering material items useful and available for human consumption. Production sys-
tems must designate ways to allocate resources. The  allocation of resources  refers 
to the cultural rules people use to assign rights to the ownership and use of resources. 
Production systems must also include technologies. Americans usually associate tech-
nology with the tools and machines used for manufacturing, rather than with the 
knowledge for doing it. But many anthropologists link the concept directly to culture. 
Here we will define  technology  as the cultural knowledge for making and using tools 
and extracting and refining raw materials. 

 Production systems also include a  division of labor,  which refers to the rules 
that govern the assignment of jobs to people. In hunting and gathering societies, labor 
is most often divided along the lines of gender, and sometimes age. In these socie-
ties, almost everyone knows how to produce, use, and collect the necessary material 
goods. In industrial society, however, jobs are highly specialized, and labor is divided, 
at least ideally, on the basis of skill and experience. Rarely do we know how to do 
someone else’s job in our complex society. 

 The  unit of production,  meaning the persons or groups responsible for produc-
ing goods, follows a pattern similar to the way labor is divided in various societies. 
Among hunter-gatherers, there is little specialization; individuals, families, groups of 
friends, or sometimes bands form the units of production. But in our own complex 
society, we are surrounded by groups specially organized to manufacture, transport, 
and sell goods. 

 Another part of the economic system is  distribution.  There are three basic 
modes of distribution: market exchange, reciprocal exchange, and redistribution. 

 We are most conscious of market exchange because it lies at the heart of our 
capitalist system.  Market exchange  is the transfer of goods and services based on 
price, supply, and demand. Every time we enter a store and pay for something, we en-
gage in market exchange. The price of an item may change with the supply. For exam-
ple, a discount store may lower the price of a television set because it has too many of 
the appliances on hand. Prices may go up, however, if everyone wants the sets when 
there are few to sell. Money is often used in market systems; it enables people to ex-
change a large variety of items easily. Barter involves the trading of goods, not money, 
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but it, too, is a form of market exchange because the number of items exchanged may 
also vary with supply and demand. Market exchange appears in human history when 
societies become larger and more complex. It is well suited for exchange between the 
strangers who make up these larger groups. 

 Although we are not so aware of it, we also engage in reciprocal exchange. 
 Reciprocal exchange  involves the transfer of goods and services between two people 
or groups based on role obligations. Birthday and holiday gift giving is a fine example 
of reciprocity. On these occasions we exchange goods not because we necessarily need 
or want them, but because we are expected to do so as part of our status and role. Par-
ents should give gifts to their children, for example; children should reciprocate. If we 
fail in our reciprocal obligations, we signal an unwillingness to continue the relation-
ship. Small, simply organized societies, such as the !Kung described earlier, base their 
exchange systems on reciprocity. Complex ones like ours, although largely organized 
around the market or redistribution, still manifest reciprocity between kin and close 
friends. 

 Finally, there is  redistribution,  the transfer of goods and services between a 
central collecting source and a group of individuals. Like reciprocity, redistribution 
is based on role obligation. Taxes typify this sort of exchange in the United States. We 
must pay our taxes because we are citizens, not because we are buying something. 
We receive goods and services back—education, transportation, roads, defense—but 
not necessarily in proportion to the amount we contribute. Redistribution may be the 
predominant mode of exchange in socialist societies. 

 Anthropologists also frequently talk about two kinds of economies. In the past, 
many of the world’s societies had  subsistence economies  organized around the need 
to meet material necessities and social obligations. Subsistence economies are typi-
cally associated with smaller groups. They occur at a local level. Such economies de-
pend most on the non-market-exchange mechanisms: reciprocity and redistribution. 
Their members are occupational generalists. Most people can do most jobs, although 
there may be distinctions on the basis of gender and age. The !Kung described by 
Richard Lee in Parts One and Three of this book had subsistence economies as do 
most horticulturalists. 

  Market economies  differ from subsistence economies in their size and motive 
for production. Although reciprocity and redistribution exist in market economies, 
market exchange drives production and consumption. Market economies are larger 
(indeed, there is a growing world market economy that includes almost everyone) 
and are characterized by high economic specialization, as well as impersonality. The 
American economy is market driven, as are most national systems. If they have not 
been already, most subsistence economies will, in the near future, be absorbed into 
national market systems. 

 The selections in Part Four illustrate several of the concepts discussed above. 
In the first article, Lee Cronk looks at gift giving, a classic example of reciprocity. He 
finds that gifts can cement relationships, confer prestige, and obligate subordinates 
as well as be used to attack enemies. The second article, by Philippe Bourgois, deals 
with the plight of poorly educated Puerto Rican men living in New York City. Once 
able to work at steady, adequately paid, manufacturing jobs they now can find only 
minimum wage work in New York’s service economy because manufacturers have 
left the city. The lack of income and respect they find there makes selling crack more 
appealing. In the next article, Jack Weatherford deals with the negative impact of the 
world market on the social organization and economy of the indigenous peoples of 
Peru, Bolivia, and Colombia who grow coca and prepare the drug for market. The 
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final selection by Sonia Patten details the effect of free-market World Bank and IMF 
policies on the agricultural subsistence economy of Malawi. With its people starving 
because they could not afford the market price of fertilizer, the African country’s gov-
ernment decided to subsidize the chemical. The result was a bumper crop and the end 
of malnutrition. 

  Key Terms   
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    distribution   p.  116     
division of labor   p.  116     
economic system   p.  116     
market economies   p.  117     
market exchange   p.  116     
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  13  
 Reciprocity and the 
Power of Giving 
       Lee Cronk    

   As we saw in the introduction to Part Four, reciprocity constitutes an important exchange 
system in every society. At the heart of reciprocal exchange is the idea of giving. In this ar-
ticle, Lee Cronk explores the functions of giving using a variety of examples from societies 
around the world. Giving may be benevolent. It may be used to strengthen existing relation-
ships or to form new ones. Gifts may also be used aggressively to “fight” people, to “flatten” 
them with generosity. Givers often gain position and prestige in this way. Gifts may also be 
used to place others in debt so that one can control them and require their loyalty. Cronk 
shows that, in every society, from !Kung  hxaro  exchange to American foreign aid, there are 
“strings attached” to giving that affect how people and groups relate to each other.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

 During a trek through the Rockies in the 1830s, Captain Benjamin Louis E. de Bonneville 
received a gift of a fine young horse from a Nez Percé chief. According to Washington 
 Irving’s account of the incident, the American explorer was aware that “a parting pledge was 

 *  Reprinted with the permission of the New York Academy of Sciences, 7 World Trade Center, 250 Greenwich St., 40th 
Floor, New York, NY 10007. www.nyas.org 

www.nyas.org
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 necessary on his own part, to prove that this friendship was reciprocated.” Accord-
ingly, he “placed a handsome rifle in the hands of the venerable chief; whose be-
nevolent heart was evidently touched and gratified by this outward and visible sign 
of amity.” 

 Even the earliest white settlers in New England understood that presents from 
natives required reciprocity, and by 1764, “Indian gift” was so common a phrase that 
the Massachusetts colonial historian Thomas Hutchinson identified it as “a proverbial 
expression, signifying a present for which an equivalent return is expected.” Then, 
over time, the custom’s meaning was lost. Indeed, the phrase now is used derisively, to 
refer to one who demands the return of a gift. How this cross-cultural misunderstand-
ing occurred is unclear, but the poet Lewis Hyde, in his book  The Gift,  has imagined a 
scenario that probably approaches the truth. 

 Say that an Englishman newly arrived in America is welcomed to an Indian 
lodge with the present of a pipe. Thinking the pipe a wonderful artifact, he takes it 
home and sets it on his mantelpiece. When he later learns that the Indians expect to 
have the pipe back, as a gesture of goodwill, he is shocked by what he views as their 
short-lived generosity. The newcomer did not realize that, to the natives, the point 
of the gift was not to provide an interesting trinket but to inaugurate a friendly rela-
tionship that would be maintained through a series of mutual exchanges. Thus, his 
failure to reciprocate appeared not only rude and thoughtless but downright hostile. 
“White man keeping” was as offensive to native Americans as “Indian giving” was to 
settlers. 

 In fact, the Indians’ tradition of gift giving is much more common than our own. 
Like our European ancestors, we think that presents ought to be offered freely, with-
out strings attached. But through most of the world, the strings themselves are the 
main consideration. In some societies, gift giving is a tie between friends, a way of 
maintaining good relationships, whereas in others it has developed into an elaborate, 
expensive, and antagonistic ritual designed to humiliate rivals by showering them 
with wealth and obligating them to give more in return. 

 In truth, the dichotomy between the two traditions of gift giving is less behav-
ioral than rhetorical: our generosity is not as unconditional as we would like to be-
lieve. Like European colonists, most modern Westerners are blind to the purpose of 
reciprocal gift giving, not only in non-Western societies but also, to some extent, in 
our own. Public declarations to the contrary, we, too, use gifts to nurture long-term 
relationships of mutual obligation, as well as to embarrass our rivals and to foster 
feelings of indebtedness. And this ethic touches all aspects of contemporary life, from 
the behavior of scientists in research networks to superpower diplomacy. Failing to 
acknowledge this fact, especially as we give money, machines, and technical advice 
to peoples around the world, we run the risk of being misinterpreted and, worse, of 
causing harm. 

 Much of what we know about the ethics of gift giving comes from the attempts 
of anthropologists to give things to the people they are studying. Richard Lee, of the 
University of Toronto, learned a difficult lesson from the !Kung hunter-gatherers, of 
the Kalahari desert, when, as a token of goodwill, he gave them an ox to slaughter at 
Christmas. Expecting gratitude, he was shocked when the !Kung complained about 
having to make do with such a scrawny “bag of bones.” Only later did Lee learn, with 
relief, that the !Kung belittle all gifts. In their eyes, no act is completely generous, or 
free of calculation; ridiculing gifts is their way of diminishing the expected return and 
of enforcing humility on those who would use gifts to raise their own status within 
the group. 
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 Rada Dyson-Hudson, of Cornell University, had a similar experience among the 
Turkana, a pastoral people of northwestern Kenya. To compensate her informants for 
their help, Dyson-Hudson gave away pots, maize meal, tobacco, and other items. The 
Turkana reaction was less than heartwarming. A typical response to a gift of a pot, for 
example, might be, “Where is the maize meal to go in this pot?” or, “Don’t you have a 
bigger one to give me?” To the Turkana, these are legitimate and expected questions. 

 The Mukogodo, another group of Kenyan natives, responded in a similar way to 
gifts Beth Leech and I presented to them during our fieldwork in 1986. Clothing was 
never nice enough, containers never big enough, tobacco and candies never plentiful 
enough. Every gift horse was examined carefully, in the mouth and elsewhere. Like 
the !Kung, the Mukogodo believe that all gifts have an element of calculation, and 
they were right to think that ours were no exception. We needed their help, and their 
efforts to diminish our expectations and lessen their obligations to repay were as fair 
as our attempts to get on their good side. 

 The idea that gifts carry obligations is instilled early in life. When we gave 
Mukogodo children candies after visiting their villages, their mothers reminded them of 
the tie: “Remember these white people? They are the ones who gave you candy.” They 
also reinforced the notion that gifts are meant to circulate, by asking their children to 
part with their precious candies, already in their mouths. Most of the youngsters re-
luctantly surrendered their sweets, only to have them immediately returned. A mother 
might take, at most, a symbolic nibble from her child’s candy, just to drive home the 
lesson. 

 The way food, utensils, and other goods are received in many societies is only 
the first stage of the behavior surrounding gift giving. Although repayment is ex-
pected, it is crucial that it be deferred. To reciprocate at once indicates a desire to 
end the relationship, to cut the strings; delayed repayment makes the strings longer 
and stronger. This is especially clear on the Truk Islands, of Micronesia, where a spe-
cial word— niffag —is used to designate objects moving through the island’s exchange 
network. From the Trukese viewpoint, to return niffag on the same day it is received 
alters its nature from that of a gift to that of a sale, in which all that matters is mate-
rial gain. 

 After deciding the proper time for response, a recipient must consider how to 
make repayment, and that is dictated largely by the motive behind the gift. Some 
exchange customs are designed solely to preserve a relationship. The !Kung have a 
system, called  hxaro,  in which little attention is paid to whether the items exchanged 
are equivalent. Richard Lee’s informant !Xoma explained to him that “Hxaro is when 
I take a thing of value and give it to you. Later, much later, when you find some good 
thing, you give it back to me. When I find something good I will give it to you, and 
so we will pass the years together.” When Lee tried to determine the exact exchange 
values of various items (Is a spear worth three strings of beads, two strings, or one?), 
!Xoma explained that any return would be all right: “You see, we don’t trade with 
things, we trade with people!” 

 One of the most elaborate systems of reciprocal gift giving, known as  kula,  exists 
in a ring of islands off New Guinea. Kula gifts are limited largely to shell necklaces, 
called  soulava,  and armbands, called  mwali.  A necklace given at one time is answered 
months or years later with an armband, the necklaces usually circulating clockwise, 
and the armbands counterclockwise, through the archipelago. Kula shells vary in 
quality and value, and men gain fame and prestige by having their names associated 
with noteworthy necklaces or armbands. The shells also gain value from their associa-
tion with famous and successful kula partners. 
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 Although the act of giving gifts seems intrinsically benevolent, a gift’s power to 
embarrass the recipient and to force repayment has, in some societies, made it attrac-
tive as a weapon. Such antagonistic generosity reached its most elaborate expression, 
during the late nineteenth century, among the Kwakiutl, of British Columbia. 

 The Kwakiutl were acutely conscious of status, and every tribal division, clan, 
and individual had a specific rank. Disputes about status were resolved by means of 
enormous ceremonies (which outsiders usually refer to by the Chinook Indian term 
 potlatch ), at which rivals competed for the honor and prestige of giving away the 
greatest amount of property. Although nearly everything of value was fair game—
blankets, canoes, food, pots, and, until the mid-nineteenth century, even slaves—the 
most highly prized items were decorated sheets of beaten copper, shaped like shields 
and etched with designs in the distinctive style of the Northwest Coast Indians. 

 As with the kula necklaces and armbands, the value of a copper sheet was de-
termined by its history—by where it had been and who had owned it—and a single 
sheet could be worth thousands of blankets, a fact often reflected in its name. One 
was called “Drawing All Property from the House,” and another, “About Whose Pos-
session All Are Quarreling.” After the Kwakiutl began to acquire trade goods from the 
Hudson’s Bay Company’s Fort Rupert post, in 1849, the potlatches underwent a pe-
riod of extreme inflation, and by the 1920s, when items of exchange included sewing 
machines and pool tables, tens of thousands of Hudson’s Bay blankets might be given 
away during a single ceremony. 

 In the 1880s, after the Canadian government began to suppress warfare between 
tribes, potlatching also became a substitute for battle. As a Kwakiutl man once said 
to the anthropologist Franz Boas, “The time of fighting is past. . . . We do not fight 
now with weapons: we fight with property.” The usual Kwakiutl word for potlatch 
was  p!Esa,  meaning to flatten (as when one flattens a rival under a pile of blankets), 
and the prospect of being given a large gift engendered real fear. Still, the Kwakiutl 
seemed to prefer the new “war of wealth” to the old “war of blood.” 

 Gift giving has served as a substitute for war in other societies, as well. Among 
the Siuai, of the Solomon Islands, guests at feasts are referred to as attackers, while 
hosts are defenders, and invitations to feasts are given on short notice in the manner 
of “surprise attacks.” And like the Kwakiutl of British Columbia, the Mount Hagen 
tribes of New Guinea use a system of gift giving called  moka  as a way of gaining pres-
tige and shaming rivals. The goal is to become a tribal leader, a “big-man.” One moka 
gift in the 1970s consisted of several hundred pigs, thousands of dollars in cash, some 
cows and wild birds, a truck, and a motorbike. The donor, quite pleased with himself, 
said to the recipient, “I have won. I have knocked you down by giving so much.” 

 Although we tend not to recognize it as such, the ethic of reciprocal gift giving 
manifests itself throughout our own society, as well. We, too, often expect something, 
even if only gratitude and a sense of indebtedness, in exchange for gifts, and we use 
gifts to establish friendships and to manipulate our positions in society. As in non-
Western societies, gift giving in America sometimes takes a benevolent and helpful 
form; at other times, the power of gifts to create obligations is used in a hostile way. 

 The Duke University anthropologist Carol Stack found a robust tradition of be-
nevolent exchange in an Illinois ghetto known as the Flats, where poor blacks engage 
in a practice called swapping. Among residents of the Flats, wealth comes in spurts; 
hard times are frequent and unpredictable. Swapping, of clothes, food, furniture, and 
the like, is a way of guaranteeing security, of making sure that someone will be there 
to help out when one is in need and that one will get a share of any windfalls that 
come along. 
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 Such networks of exchange are not limited to the poor, nor do they always in-
volve objects. Just as the exchange of clothes creates a gift community in the Flats, 
so the swapping of knowledge may create one among scientists. Warren Hagstrom, 
a sociologist at the University of Wisconsin, in Madison, has pointed out that papers 
submitted to scientific journals often are called contributions, and, because no pay-
ment is received for them, they truly are gifts. In contrast, articles written for profit—
such as this one—often are held in low esteem: scientific status can be achieved only 
through  giving  gifts of knowledge. 

 Recognition also can be traded upon, with scientists building up their gift-giving 
networks by paying careful attention to citations and acknowledgments. Like partic-
ipants in kula exchange, they try to associate themselves with renowned and pres-
tigious articles, books, and institutions. A desire for recognition, however, cannot be 
openly acknowledged as a motivation for research, and it is a rare scientist who is 
able to discuss such desires candidly. Hagstrom was able to find just one mathemati-
cian (whom he described as “something of a social isolate”) to confirm that “junior 
mathematicians want recognition from big shots and, consequently, work in areas 
prized by them.” 

 Hagstrom also points out that the inability of scientists to acknowledge a desire 
for recognition does not mean that such recognition is not expected by those who 
offer gifts of knowledge, any more than a kula trader believes it is all right if his trad-
ing partner does not answer his gift of a necklace with an armband. While failure to 
reciprocate in New Guinean society might once have meant warfare, among scientists 
it may cause factionalism and the creation of rivalries. 

 Whether in the Flats of Illinois or in the halls of academia, swapping is, for 
the most part, benign. But manipulative gift giving exists in modern societies, too—
particularly in paternalistic government practices. The technique is to offer a present 
that cannot be repaid, coupled with a claim of beneficence and omniscience. The 
Johns Hopkins University anthropologist Grace Goodell documented one example 
in Iran’s Khu-zesta-n Province, which, because it contains most of the country’s oil 
fields and is next door to Iraq, is a strategically sensitive area. Goodell focused on 
the World Bank–funded Dez irrigation project, a showpiece of the shah’s ambitious 
“white revolution” development plan. The scheme involved the irrigation of tens of 
thousands of acres and the forced relocation of people from their villages to new, 
model towns. According to Goodell, the purpose behind dismantling local institutions 
was to enhance central government control of the region. Before development, each 
Khu-zesta-ni village had been a miniature city-state, managing its own internal affairs 
and determining its own relations with outsiders. In the new settlements, decisions 
were made by government bureaucrats, not townsmen, whose autonomy was crushed 
under the weight of a large and strategically placed gift. 

 On a global scale, both the benevolent and aggressive dimensions of gift giving 
are at work in superpower diplomacy. Just as the Kwakiutl were left only with blan-
kets with which to fight after warfare was banned, the United States and the Soviet 
Union now find, with war out of the question, that they are left only with gifts—called 
concessions—with which to do battle. Offers of military cutbacks are easy ways to 
score points in the public arena of international opinion and to shame rivals, and 
failure either to accept such offers or to respond with even more extreme proposals 
may be seen as cowardice or as bellicosity. Mikhail Gorbachev is a virtuoso, a master 
potlatcher, in this new kind of competition, and, predictably, Americans often see his 
offers of disarmament and openness as gifts with long strings attached. One reason 
U.S. officials were buoyed last December [1988], when, for the first time since the 
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Second World War, the Soviet Union accepted American assistance, in the aftermath 
of the Armenian earthquake, is that it seemed to signal a wish for reciprocity rather 
than dominance—an unspoken understanding of the power of gifts to bind people 
together. 

 Japan, faced with a similar desire to expand its influence, also has begun to ex-
ploit gift giving in its international relations. In 1989, it will spend more than ten 
billion dollars on foreign aid, putting it ahead of the United States for the second con-
secutive year as the world’s greatest donor nation. Although this move was publicly 
welcomed in the United States as the sharing of a burden, fears, too, were expressed 
that the resultant blow to American prestige might cause a further slip in our interna-
tional status. Third World leaders also have complained that too much Japanese aid 
is targeted at countries in which Japan has an economic stake and that too much is 
restricted to the purchase of Japanese goods—that Japan’s generosity has less to do 
with addressing the problems of underdeveloped countries than with exploiting those 
problems to its own advantage. 

 The danger in all of this is that wealthy nations may be competing for the prestige 
that comes from giving gifts at the expense of Third World nations. With assistance 
sometimes being given with more regard to the donors’ status than to the recipients’ 
welfare, it is no surprise that, in recent years, development aid often has been more 
effective in creating relationships of dependency, as in the case of Iran’s Khūzestān 
irrigation scheme, than in producing real development. Nor that, given the fine line 
between donation and domination, offers of help are sometimes met with resistance, 
apprehension and, in extreme cases, such as the Iranian revolution, even violence. 

 The Indians understood a gift’s ambivalent power to unify, antagonize, or subju-
gate. We, too, would do well to remember that a present can be a surprisingly potent 
thing, as dangerous in the hands of the ignorant as it is useful in the hands of the wise.  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       

  Review Questions 

   1.    What does Cronk mean by  reciprocity ? What is the social outcome of reciprocal 
gift giving?   

   2.    According to Cronk, what are some examples of benevolent gift giving?   

   3.    How can giving be used to intimidate other people or groups? Give some exam-
ples cited by Cronk and think of some from your own experience.   

   4.    How does Cronk classify gift-giving strategies such as government foreign aid? 
Can you think of other examples of the use of exchange as a political device?      
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 Poverty at Work: 
Office Employment 
and the Crack Alternative 
       Philippe Bourgois    

   There was a time in the United States when people with little education and money could 
find work in manufacturing plants or other settings requiring manual labor. Many of the 
skills they needed could be learned on the job and they could make a modest but decent 
living and support a family. And despite their working-class identity, their jobs gave them 
dignity and a place in society. But in today’s America, manufacturing jobs have often disap-
peared, leaving thousands of poorly educated people without equivalent work.  

  In this article, Philippe Bourgois illustrates how this problem has affected unskilled 
and largely uneducated Puerto Rican men and women in New York City’s Spanish Harlem. 
Manufacturing jobs once provided dignified and stable employment for Puerto Rican men 
and women. As factories closed during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, the unemployed could 
find work only in service industries such as security corporations, law firms, and insur-
ance companies. Because they were uneducated and culturally different, they could hold 
only minimum-wage jobs in such worlds, as they are usually controlled by educated, largely 
Anglo people who openly look down on them. In the end, they could achieve higher status 
and often higher income in their own ethnic community by dealing drugs. The result has 
been a destructive spiral into addiction, murder, and prison. Bourgois concludes the article 
with an addendum noting that high employment in the late 1990s provided more work 
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 opportunities for Puerto Ricans in the formal economy and that crack dealing has 
largely given way to the less visible sale of marijuana and heroin.      *     

   Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com          

 For a total of approximately three and a half years during the late 1980s and early 
1990s, I lived with my wife and young son in an irregularly heated, rat-filled tene-
ment in East Harlem, New York. This two-hundred-square-block neighborhood—
better known locally as  El Barrio  or Spanish Harlem—is visibly impoverished yet 
it is located in the heart of New York, the richest city in the Western Hemisphere. 
It is literally a stone’s throw from multimillion-dollar condominiums. Although 
one in three families survived on some form of public assistance in 1990, the 
majority of El Barrio’s 110,600 Puerto Rican and African-American residents 
fall into the ranks of the working poor.  1   They eke out an uneasy subsistence in 
entry-level service and manufacturing jobs in one of the most expensive cities in 
the world.  

 The public sector (e.g., the police, social welfare agencies, the Sanitation De-
partment) has broken down in El Barrio and does not function effectively. This has 
caused the legally employed residents of the neighborhood to lose control of their 
streets and public spaces to the drug economy. My tenement’s block was not atypi-
cal and within a few hundred yards’ radius I could obtain heroin, crack, powder co-
caine, hypodermic needles, methadone, Valium, angel dust, marijuana, mescaline, 
bootleg alcohol, and tobacco. Within two hundred feet of my stoop there were three 
competing crack houses selling vials at two, three, and five dollars. Several doctors 
operated “pill mills” on the blocks around me, writing prescriptions for opiates and 
barbiturates upon demand. In the projects within view of my living-room window, 
the Housing Authority police arrested a fifty-five-year-old mother and her twenty-
two-year-old daughter while they were “bagging” twenty-two pounds of cocaine 
into ten-dollar quarter-gram “Jumbo” vials of adulterated product worth over a mil-
lion dollars on the streets. The police found twenty-five thousand dollars in cash in 
small-denomination bills in this same apartment.  2   In other words, there are mil-
lions of dollars’ worth of business going on directly in front of the youths growing 
up in East Harlem tenements and housing projects. Why should these young men 
and women take the subway downtown to work minimum-wage jobs—or even dou-
ble minimum-wage jobs—in downtown offices when they can usually earn more, at 
least in the short run, by selling drugs on the street corner in front of their apart-
ment or schoolyard?  

 *  Reprinted by permission of Waveland Press, Inc. from Philippe Bourgois, “Office Work and the Crack Al-
ternative among Puerto Rican Drug Dealers in East Harlem,” from  Urban Life: Readings in the Anthropology 
of the City,  4th edition, George Gmelch and Walter P. Zenner, eds. (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, Inc., 
2002). All rights reserved. 

 1  According to the 1990 Census, in East Harlem 48.3 percent of males and 35.2 percent of females over six-
teen were officially reported as employed—compared to a citywide average of 64.3 percent for men and 49 
percent for women. Another 10.4 percent of the men and 5.7 percent of the women in East Harlem were 
actively looking for legal work. . . . In El Barrio as a whole, 60 percent of all households reported legally 
earned incomes. Twenty-six percent received Public Assistance, 6.3 percent received Supplemental Security 
Income, and 5 percent received Medicaid benefits. 

 2  Both of these police actions were reported in the local print and television media, but I am withholding the 
cities to protect the anonymity of my street address. 
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 This dynamic underground economy is predicated on violence and substance 
abuse. It has spawned what I call a “street culture” of resistance and self-destruction. 
The central concern of my study is the relationship of street culture to the worlds of 
work accessible to street dealers—that is, the legal and illegal labor markets that em-
ploy them and give meaning to their lives. I hope to show the local-level implications 
of the global-level restructuring of the U.S. economy away from factory production 
and toward services. In the process, I have recorded the words and experiences of 
some unrepentant victims who are part of a network of some twenty-five street-level 
crack dealers operating on and around my block. To summarize, I am arguing that 
the transformation from manufacturing to service employment—especially in the 
professional office work setting—is much more culturally disruptive than the already 
revealing statistics on reductions in income, employment, unionization, and worker’s 
benefits would indicate. Low-level service sector employment engenders a humiliat-
ing ideological—or cultural—confrontation between a powerful corps of white office 
executives and their assistants versus a younger generation of poorly educated, alien-
ated, “colored” workers. It also often takes the form of a sharply polarized confronta-
tion over gender roles. 

  Shattered Working-Class Dreams 

 All the crack dealers and addicts whom I have interviewed had worked at one or more 
legal jobs in their early youth. In fact, most entered the labor market at a younger 
age than the typical American. Before they were twelve years old they were bagging 
groceries at the supermarket for tips, stocking beers off-the-books in local  bodegas,  
or shining shoes. For example, Primo, the night manager at a video game arcade that 
sells five-dollar vials of crack on the block where I lived, pursued a traditional work-
ing-class dream in his early adolescence. With the support of his extended kin who 
were all immersed in a working-class “common sense,” he dropped out of junior high 
school to work in a local garment factory: 

  I was like fourteen or fifteen playing hooky and pressing dresses and whatever they were 
making on the steamer. They was cheap, cheap clothes. 

 My mother’s sister was working there first and then her son, my cousin Willie—the 
one who’s in jail now—was the one they hired first, because his mother agreed: “If you 
don’t want to go to school, you gotta work.” 

 So I started hanging out with him. I wasn’t planning on working in the factory. 
I was supposed to be in school; but it just sort of happened.  

 Ironically, young Primo actually became the agent who physically moved the fac-
tory out of the inner city. In the process, he became merely one more of the 445,900 
manufacturing workers in New York City who lost their jobs as factory employment 
dropped 50 percent from 1963 to 1983. . . . 

 Almost all the crack dealers had similar tales of former factory jobs. For poor ad-
olescents, the decision to drop out of school and become a marginal factory worker is 
attractive. It provides the employed youth with access to the childhood “necessities”—
sneakers, basketballs, store-bought snacks—that sixteen-year-olds who stay in school 
cannot afford. In the descriptions of their first forays into legal factory-based employ-
ment, one hears clearly the extent to which they, and their families, subscribed to 
mainstream working-class ideologies about the dignity of engaging in “hard work” 
rather than education. 
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 Had these enterprising, early-adolescent workers from El Barrio not been 
confined to the weakest sector of manufacturing in a period of rapid job loss, their 
teenage working-class dreams might have stabilized. Instead, upon reaching their 
mid-twenties, they discovered themselves to be unemployable high school dropouts. 
This painful realization of social marginalization expresses itself across a generational 
divide. The parents and grandparents of the dealers continue to maintain working-
class values of honesty and hard work which conflict violently with the reality of their 
children’s immersion in street culture. They are constantly accused of slothfulness by 
their mothers and even by friends who have managed to maintain legal jobs. They do 
not have a regional perspective on the dearth of adequate entry-level jobs available to 
“functional illiterates” in New York, and they begin to suspect that they might indeed 
be “ vago bons ” [lazy bums] who do not  want  to work hard and cannot help them-
selves. Confused, they take refuge in an alternative search for career, meaning, and 
ecstasy in substance abuse. 

 Formerly, when most entry-level jobs were found in factories, the contradic-
tion between an oppositional street culture and traditional working-class, masculine, 
shop-floor culture was less pronounced—especially when the work site was protected 
by a union. Factories are inevitably rife with confrontational hierarchies. Neverthe-
less, on the shop-floor, surrounded by older union workers, high school dropouts who 
are well versed in the latest and toughest street culture styles function effectively. In 
the factory, being tough and violently macho has high cultural value; a certain de-
gree of opposition to the foreman and the “bossman” is expected and is considered 
appropriate. 

 In contrast, this same oppositional street-identity is nonfunctional in the profes-
sional office worker service sector that has burgeoned in New York’s high-finance-
driven economy. It does not allow for the humble, obedient, social interaction—often 
across gender lines—that professional office workers routinely impose on their subor-
dinates. A qualitative change has occurred, therefore, in the tenor of social interaction 
in office-based employment. Workers in a mail room or behind a photocopy machine 
cannot publicly maintain their cultural autonomy. Most concretely, they have no un-
ion; more subtly, there are few fellow workers surrounding them to insulate them 
and to provide them with a culturally based sense of class solidarity.  3   Instead they 
are besieged by supervisors and bosses from an alien, hostile, and obviously domi-
nant culture who ridicule street culture. Workers like Primo appear inarticulate to 
their professional supervisors when they try to imitate the language of power in the 
workplace and instead stumble pathetically over the enunciation of unfamiliar words. 
They cannot decipher the hastily scribbled instructions—rife with mysterious abbre-
viations—that are left for them by harried office managers. The “common sense” of 
white-collar work is foreign to them; they do not, for example, understand the logic 
for filing triplicate copies of memos or for post-dating invoices. When they attempt to 
improvise or show initiative they fail miserably and instead appear inefficient, or even 
hostile, for failing to follow “clearly specified” instructions.  

 Their “social skills” are even more inadequate than their limited professional 
capacities. They do not know how to look at their fellow co-service workers, let 
alone their supervisors, without intimidating them. They cannot walk down the 
hallway to the water fountain without unconsciously swaying their shoulders 

 3  Significantly, there are subsectors of the service industry that are relatively unionized—such as hospital and 
custodial work—where there is a limited autonomous space for street culture and working-class resistance. 
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aggressively as if patrolling their home turf. Gender barriers are an even more 
culturally charged realm. They are repeatedly reprimanded for harassing female 
co-workers. 

 The cultural clash between white “yuppie” power and inner-city “scrambling 
jive” in the service sector is much more than a superficial question of style. It is about 
access to power. Service workers who are incapable of obeying the rules of inter-
personal interaction dictated by professional office culture will never be upwardly 
mobile. Their supervisors will think they are dumb or have a “bad attitude.” Once 
again, a gender dynamic exacerbates the confusion and sense of insult experienced by 
young, male inner-city employees because most supervisors in the lowest reaches of 
the service sector are women. Street culture does not allow males to be subordinate 
across gender lines.  

  “Gettin’ Dissed” 

 On the street, the trauma of experiencing a threat to one’s personal dignity has been 
frozen linguistically in the commonly used phrase “to diss,” which is short for “to 
disrespect.” Significantly, one generation ago ethnographers working in rural Puerto 
Rico specifically noted the importance of the traditional Puerto Rican concept of  res-
peto  in mediating labor relations: 

  The good owner “respects” ( respeta ) the laborer. . . . It is probably to the interest of 
the landowner to make concessions to his best workers, to deal with them on a respect 
basis, and to enmesh them in a network of mutual obligations.  4     

 Puerto Rican street-dealers do not find respect in the entry-level service sector 
jobs that have increased two-fold in New York’s economy since the 1950s. On the con-
trary, they “get dissed” in the new jobs that are available to them. Primo, for example, 
remembers the humiliation of his former work experiences as an “office boy,” and he 
speaks of them in a race- and gender-charged idiom: 

  I had a prejudiced boss. She was a fucking “ho’,” Gloria. She was white. Her name was 
Christian. No, not Christian, Kirschman. I don’t know if she was Jewish or not. When she 
was talking to people she would say, “He’s illiterate.” 

 So what I did one day was, I just looked up the word, “illiterate,” in the dictionary 
and I saw that she’s saying to her associates that I’m stupid or something! 

 Well, I am illiterate anyway.  

 The most profound dimension of Primo’s humiliation was being obliged to look 
up in the dictionary the word used to insult him. In contrast, in the underground 
economy, he is sheltered from this kind of threat: 

  Rocky [the crack house franchise owner] he would never disrespect me that way. He 
wouldn’t tell me that because he’s illiterate too. Plus I’ve got more education than him. I 
got a GED. . . .  

 4  Eric Wolf, “San Jose: Subcultures of a ‘Traditional’ Coffee Municipality,” in Julian Stewart (ed.),  The People 
of Puerto Rico  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956), p. 235. 
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 Primo excels in the street’s underground economy. His very persona inspires 
fear and respect. In contrast, in order to succeed in his former office job, Primo 
would have had to self-consciously alter his street identity and mimic the profes-
sional cultural style that office managers require of their subordinates and col-
leagues. Primo refused to accept his boss’s insults and he was unable to imitate her 
interactional styles. He was doomed, consequently, to a marginal position behind a 
photocopy machine or at the mail meter. Behavior considered appropriate in street 
culture is considered dysfunctional in office settings. In other words, job require-
ments in the service sector are largely cultural style and this conjugates powerfully 
with racism. 

  I wouldn’t have mind that she said I was illiterate. What bothered me was that when she 
called on the telephone, she wouldn’t want me to answer even if my supervisor who was 
the receptionist was not there. [Note how Primo is so low in the office hierarchy that his 
immediate supervisor is a receptionist.] 

 When she hears my voice it sounds like she’s going to get a heart attack. She’d go, 
“Why are you answering the phones?” 

 That bitch just didn’t like my Puerto Rican accent.  

 Primo’s manner of resisting this insult to his cultural dignity exacerbated his 
marginal position in the labor hierarchy: 

  And then, when I did pick up the phone, I used to just sound  Porta’rrrican  on purpose.  

 In contrast to the old factory sweatshop positions, these just-above-minimum-
wage office jobs require intense interpersonal contact with the middle and upper-
middle classes. Close contact across class lines and the absence of a working-class 
autonomous space for eight hours a day in the office can be a claustrophobic experi-
ence for an otherwise ambitious, energetic, young, inner-city worker. 

 Caesar, who worked for Primo as lookout and bodyguard at the crack house, 
interpreted this requirement to obey white, middle-class norms as an affront to his 
dignity that specifically challenged his definition of masculinity: 

  I had a few jobs like that [referring to Primo’s “telephone diss”] where you gotta take a lot 
of shit from bitches and be a wimp. 

 I didn’t like it but I kept on working, because “Fuck it!” you don’t want to fuck up 
the relationship. So you just be a punk [shrugging his shoulders dejectedly].  

 One alternative for surviving at a workplace that does not tolerate a street-based 
cultural identity is to become bicultural: to play politely by “the white woman’s” rules 
downtown only to come home and revert to street culture within the safety of one’s 
tenement or housing project at night. Tens of thousands of East Harlem residents 
manage this tightrope, but it often engenders accusations of betrayal and internalized 
racism on the part of neighbors and childhood friends who do not have—or do not 
want—bicultural skills. 

 This is the case, for example, of Ray, a rival crack dealer whose tough street de-
meanor conflates with his black skin to “disqualify” him from legal office work. He 
quit a “nickel-and-dime messenger job downtown” in order to sell crack full time in 
his project stairway shortly after a white woman fled from him shrieking down the 
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hallway of a high-rise office building. Ray and the terrified woman had ridden the 
elevator together, and, coincidentally, Ray had stepped off on the same floor as her 
to make a delivery. Worse yet, Ray had been trying to act like a “debonair male” and 
suspected the contradiction between his inadequate appearance and his chivalric in-
tentions was responsible for the woman’s terror: 

  You know how you let a woman go off the elevator first? Well that’s what I did to her but I 
may have looked a little shabby on the ends. Sometime my hair not combed. You know. So I 
could look a little sloppy to her maybe when I let her off first.  

 What Ray did not quite admit until I probed further is that he too had been 
intimidated by the lone white woman. He had been so disoriented by her taboo, un-
supervised proximity that he had forgotten to press the elevator button when he origi-
nally stepped on after her: 

  She went in the elevator first but then she just waits there to see what floor I press. She’s 
playing like she don’t know what floor she wants to go to because she wants to wait for 
me to press my floor. And I’m standing there and I forgot to press the button. I’m thinking 
about something else—I don’t know what was the matter with me. And she’s thinking like, 
“He’s not pressing the button; I guess he’s following me!”  

 As a crack dealer, Ray no longer has to confront this kind of confusing humilia-
tion. Instead, he can righteously condemn his “successful” neighbors who work down-
town for being ashamed of who they were born to be: 

  When you see someone go downtown and get a good job, if they be Puerto Rican, you see 
them fix up their hair and put some contact lens in their eyes. Then they fit in. And they 
do it! I seen it. 

 They turn-overs. They people who want to be white. Man, if you call them in Span-
ish, it wind up a problem. 

 When they get nice jobs like that, all of a sudden, you know, they start talking proper.   

  Self-Destructive Resistance 

 During the 1980s, the real value of the minimum wage for legally employed workers 
declined by one-third. At the same time, social services were cut. The federal govern-
ment, for example, decreased the proportion of its contribution to New York City’s 
budget by over 50 percent. . . . The breakdown of the inner city’s public sector is 
no longer an economic threat to the expansion of New York’s economy because the 
native-born labor force it shelters is increasingly irrelevant. 

 New immigrants arrive every day, and they are fully prepared to work hard for 
low wages under unsavory conditions. Like the parents and grandparents of Primo 
and Caesar, many of New York’s newest immigrants are from isolated rural commu-
nities or squalid shanty towns where meat is eaten only once a week and there is 
no running water or electricity. Half a century ago Primo’s mother fled precisely the 
same living conditions these new immigrants are only just struggling to escape. Her 
reminiscences about childhood in her natal village reveal the time warp of improved 
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material conditions, cultural dislocation, and crushed working-class dreams that is 
propelling her second-generation son into a destructive street culture: 

  I loved that life in Puerto Rico, because it was a healthy, healthy, healthy life. 
 We always ate because my father always had work, and in those days the custom 

was to have a garden in your patio to grow food and everything that you ate. 
 We only ate meat on Sundays because everything was cultivated on the same 

little parcel of land. We didn’t have a refrigerator, so we ate  bacalao  [salted codfish], 
which can stay outside and a meat that they call  carne de vieja  [shredded beef], and 
sardines from a can. But thanks to God, we never felt hunger. My mother made a lot of 
cornflour. 

 Some people have done better by coming here, but many people haven’t. Even peo-
ple from my barrio, who came trying to find a better life [ buen ambiente ] just found disas-
ter. Married couples right from my neighborhood came only to have the husband run off 
with another woman. 

 In those days in Puerto Rico, when we were in poverty, life was better. Everyone will 
tell you life was healthier and you could trust people. Now you can’t trust anybody. 

 What I like best was that we kept all our traditions . . . our feasts. In my village, eve-
ryone was either an Uncle or an Aunt. And when you walked by someone older, you had 
to ask for their blessing. It was respect. There was a lot of respect in those days [original 
quote in Spanish].  

 The Jewish and Italian-American white workers that Primo’s mother replaced 
a generation ago when she came to New York City in hope of building a better fu-
ture for her children were largely absorbed into an expanding economy that allowed 
them to be upwardly mobile. New York’s economy always suffered periodic fluctua-
tions, such as during the Great Depression, but those difficult periods were always 
temporary. The overall trend was one of economic growth. Primo’s generation has 
not been so lucky. The contemporary economy does not particularly need them, and 
ethnic discrimination and cultural barriers overwhelm them whenever they attempt 
to work legally and seek service-sector jobs. Worse yet, an extraordinarily dynamic 
underground drug economy beckons them. 

 Rather than bemoaning the structural adjustment which is destroying their 
capacity to survive on legal wages, streetbound Puerto Rican youths  celebrate their 
“decision” to bank on the underground economy and to cultivate their street identi-
ties. Caesar and Primo repeatedly assert their pride in their street careers. For exam-
ple, one Saturday night after they finished their midnight shift at the crack house, 
I accompanied them on their way to purchase “ El Sapo Verde ” [The Green Toad], a 
twenty-dollar bag of powder cocaine sold by a new company three blocks away. While 
waiting for Primo and Caesar to be “served” by the coke seller a few yards away, I 
engaged three undocumented Mexican men drinking beer on a neighboring stoop 
in a conversation about finding work in New York. One of the new immigrants was 
already earning five hundred dollars a week fixing deep-fat-fry machines. He had a 
straightforward racist explanation for why Caesar—who was standing next to me—
was “unemployed”: 

  OK, OK, I’ll explain it to you in one word: Because the Puerto Ricans are brutes! [Point-
ing at Caesar] Brutes! Do you understand? 

 Puerto Ricans like to make easy money. They like to leech off of other people. But 
not us Mexicans! No way! We like to work for our money. We don’t steal. We came here to 
work and that’s all [original quote in Spanish].  
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 Instead of physically assaulting the employed immigrant for insulting him, 
Caesar embraced the racist tirade, ironically turning it into the basis for a new, 
generational-based, “American-born,” urban cultural pride. In fact, in his response, 
he ridicules what he interprets to be the hillbilly naiveté of the Mexicans who still 
believe in the “American Dream.” He spoke slowly in street-English as if to mark sar-
castically the contrast between his “savvy” Nuyorican (New York-born Puerto Rican) 
identity versus the limited English proficiency of his detractor: 

  That’s right, m’a man! We is real vermin lunatics that sell drugs. We don’t want no part of 
society. “Fight the Power!”  5    

 What do we wanna be working for? We rather live off the system. Gain weight, lay 
women. 

 When we was younger, we used to break our asses too [gesturing towards the Mexi-
can men who were straining to understand his English]. I had all kinds of stupid jobs 
too . . . advertising agencies . . . computers. 

 But not no more! Now we’re in a rebellious stage. We rather evade taxes, make 
quick money, and just survive. But we’re not satisfied with that either. Ha!   

  Conclusion: Ethnography and Oppression 

 The underground economy and the social relations thriving off of it are best under-
stood as modes of resistance to subordination in the service sector of the new U.S. 
economy. This resistance, however, results in individual self destruction and wider 
community devastation through substance abuse and violence. This complex and 
contradictory dynamic whereby resistance leads to self-destruction in the inner city 
is difficult to convey to readers in a clear and responsible manner. Mainstream socie-
ty’s “common sense” understanding of social stratification around ethnicity and class 
assumes the existence of racial hierarchies and blames individual victims for their 
failures. This makes it difficult to present ethnographic data from inner-city streets 
without falling prey to a “pornography of violence” or a racist voyeurism. 

 The public is not persuaded by a structural economic understanding of Caesar and 
Primo’s “self-destruction.” Even the victims themselves psychologize their unsatisfac-
tory lives. Similarly, politicians and, more broadly, public policy ignore the fundamen-
tal structural economic facts of marginalization in America. Instead the first priority of 
federal and local social “welfare” agencies is to change the psychological—or at best the 
“cultural”—orientations of misguided individuals . . . U.S. politicians furiously debate 
family values while multinational corporations establish global free-trade zones and un-
ionized factory employment in the U.S. continues to disappear as overseas sweatshops 
multiply. Social science researchers, meanwhile, have remained silent for the most part. 
They politely ignore the urgent social problems engulfing the urban United States. The 
few marginal academic publications that do address issues of poverty and racism are eas-
ily ignored by the media and mainstream society. . . .  

  Epilogue 

 In the six years since this article was first published, four major dynamics have al-
tered the tenor of daily life on the streets of East Harlem and have deeply affected the 

 5  “Fight the Power” is a rap song composed in 1990 by the African-American group, Public Enemy. 
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lives of the crack dealers and their families depicted in these pages: (1) the U.S. econ-
omy entered the most prolonged period of sustained growth in its recorded history, 
(2) the size of the Mexican immigrant population in New York City and especially 
in East Harlem increased dramatically, (3) the War on Drugs escalated into a quasi-
official public policy of criminalizing and incarcerating the poor and the socially mar-
ginal, and (4) drug fashion trends among inner-city youth rendered marijuana even 
more popular and crack and heroin even less popular among Latinos and African 
Americans. 

 Crack, cocaine, and heroin are still all sold on the block where I lived, but they 
are sold less visibly by a smaller number of people. It is still easy to purchase narcot-
ics throughout East Harlem, but much of the drug dealing has moved indoors, out 
of sight, dealers no longer shouting out the brand names of their drugs. Most im-
portantly, heroin and crack continue to be spurned by Latino and African-American 
youth who have seen the ravages those drugs committed on the older generations in 
their community. Nevertheless, in the U.S. inner city there remains an aging hardcore 
cohort of addicts. In most large cities crack is most visibly ensconced in predomi-
nantly African-American neighborhoods on the poorest blocks, often surrounding 
large public housing projects. In New York City, Puerto Rican households also con-
tinue to be at the epicenter of this ongoing, but now more self-contained, stationary 
cyclone of crack consumption. 

 In contrast to crack, heroin consumption has increased. Throughout most of the 
United States, heroin is cheaper and purer than in the early 1990s, belying any claims 
that the War on Drugs is winnable. Heroin’s new appeal, however, is primarily among 
younger whites outside the ghetto for whom crack was never a drug of choice. It is 
not a drug of choice among Latino and African-American youth. 

 To summarize, both heroin and crack continue to be part of a multi-billion-
dollar business that ravages inner-city families with special virulence. The younger 
generations of East Harlem residents, however, are more involved as sellers rather 
than consumers. Those Latino and African-American youth who do use crack or her-
oin generally try to hide the fact from their friends. 

 More important than changing drug-consumption fashions or the posturing of 
politicians over drug war campaigns has been the dramatic long-term improvement 
in the U.S. economy resulting in record low rates of unemployment. Somewhat to my 
surprise, some of the crack dealers and their families have benefited from this sustained 
economic growth. Slightly less than half have been allowed to enter the lower echelons 
of the legal labor market. For example, during the summer of 2000: one dealer was a 
unionized doorman, another was a home health care attendant, another was a plumb-
er’s assistant, three others were construction workers for small-time unlicensed con-
tractors, and one was a cashier in a discount tourist souvenir store. Three or four of the 
dealers were still selling drugs, but most of them tended to be selling marijuana instead 
of crack or heroin. Three other dealers were in prison with long-term sentences and 
ironically were probably employed at well below minimum wage in the United States’ 
burgeoning prison-based manufacturing sector. In short, the dramatic improvement in 
the U.S. economy has forced employers and unions to integrate more formally margin-
alized Puerto Ricans and African Americans into the labor market than was the case in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s when the research for this [article] was conducted. Nev-
ertheless, even at the height of the growth in the U.S. economy in the year 2000, a large 
sector of street youth found themselves excluded. These marginals have become almost 
completely superfluous to the legal economy; they remain enmeshed in a still-lucrative 
drug economy, a burgeoning prison system, and a quagmire of chronic substance abuse. 
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From a long-term political and economic perspective, the future does not bode well for 
inner-city poor of New York. In the year 2000, the United States had the largest dispar-
ity between rich and poor of any industrialized nation in the world—and this gap was 
not decreasing.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       

  Review Questions 

   1.    What kinds of jobs in the formal economy could Puerto Ricans living in East 
Harlem hold forty years ago? How did these jobs enable the men to preserve re-
spect as it was defined in their culture?   

   2.    What kinds of jobs are currently available to Puerto Rican men in New York’s 
service economy? How do these jobs challenge the men’s self-respect?   

   3.    What structural changes in New York’s formal economy have changed over the 
past forty years? How have these changes affected the lives of young men living 
in Spanish Harlem?   

   4.    Why do Puerto Rican men take pride in their street identities?   

   5.    Why does Bourgois claim that the Puerto Rican men’s resistance to work in the 
legal economy leads to “self-destruction” and “wider community devastation”?      
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 Cocaine and the Economic 
Deterioration of Bolivia 
       Jack Weatherford    

   The demands of the world market have eroded local subsistence economies for centuries. 
Lands once farmed by individual families to meet their own needs now grow sugarcane, 
cotton, grain, or vegetables for market. Deprived of their access to land, householders must 
work as day laborers or migrate to cities to find jobs. Villages are denuded of the men, who 
have gone elsewhere for work, leaving women to farm and manage the family. The rhythm 
and structure of daily village life are altered dramatically. In this article, Jack Weatherford 
describes the impact of a new world market for cocaine on the structure and lives of rural 
Bolivians. Fed by an insatiable demand in Europe and the United States, the Bolivian co-
caine trade has drawn males from the countryside, disrupted communications, destroyed 
families, unbalanced the local diet, and upset traditional social organization.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

 “They say you Americans can do anything. So, why can’t you make your own cocaine and 
let our children come home from the coca plantations in the Chapare?” The Indian woman 
asked the question with confused resignation. In the silence that followed, I could hear only 

 *  This article was written especially for  Conformity and Conflict , Copyright © 1986 by Jack Weatherford. Reprinted by 
permission. 
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the rats scurrying around in the thatched roof. We continued shelling corn in the 
dark. The large house around us had once been home to an extended clan but was 
now nearly empty. 

 There was no answer to give her. Yet it was becoming increasingly obvious that 
the traditional Andean system of production and distribution built over thousands of 
years was now crumbling. Accompanying the destruction of the economic system was 
a marked distortion of the social and cultural patterns of the Quechua Indians. Since 
early in Inca history, the village of Pocona where I was working had been a trading 
village connecting the highlands, which produced potatoes, with the lowlands, which 
produced coca, a mildly narcotic plant used by the Incas. Over the past decade, how-
ever, new market demands from Europe and the United States have warped this sys-
tem. Now the commodity is cocaine rather than the coca leaves, and the trade route 
bypasses the village of Pocona. 

 Bolivian subsistence patterns range from hunting and gathering in the jungle to 
intensive farming in the highlands, and since Inca times many parts of the country 
have depended heavily on mining. In the 1980s all of these patterns have been dis-
rupted by the Western fad for one particular drug. Adoption of cocaine as the “drug 
of choice” by the urban elite of Europe and America has opened up new jungle lands 
and brought new Indian groups into Western economic systems. At the same time, 
the cocaine trade has cut off many communities such as Pocona from their tradi-
tional role in the national economy. Denied participation in the legal economy, they 
have been driven back into a world of barter and renewed isolation. 

 The vagaries of Western consumerism produce extensive and profound effects 
on Third World countries. It makes little difference whether the demand is for legiti-
mate products such as coffee, tungsten, rubber, and furs marketed through legal cor-
porations, or for illegal commodities such as opium, marijuana, cocaine, and heroin 
handled through criminal corporations. The same economic principles that govern 
the open, legal market also govern the clandestine, illegal markets, and the effects of 
both are frequently brutal. 

 Before coming to this Bolivian village, I assumed that if Americans and 
Europeans wanted to waste their money on cocaine, it was probably good that some 
of the poor countries such as Bolivia profit from it. In Cochabamba, the city in the 
heart of the cocaine-producing area, I had seen the benefits of this trade among the 
narco chic who lived in a new suburb of houses styled to look like Swiss chalets, 
Spanish haciendas, and English country homes. All these homes were surrounded by 
large wrought-iron fences, walls with broken glass set in the tops, and with large dogs 
that barked loudly and frequently. Such homes cost up to a hundred thousand dol-
lars, an astronomical sum for Bolivia. I had also seen the narco elite of Cochabamba 
wearing gold chains and the latest Miami fashions and driving Nissans, Audis, Ford 
Broncos, an occasional BMW, or even a Mercedes through the muddy streets of the 
city. Some of their children attended the expensive English-speaking school; much of 
Cochabamba’s meager nightlife catered to the elite. But as affluent as they may be in 
Bolivia, this elite would probably not earn as much as working-class families in such 
cities as Detroit, Frankfurt, or Tokyo. 

 Traveling outside of Cochabamba for six hours on the back of a truck, fording 
the same river three times, and following a rugged path for the last twenty-five kilom-
eters, I reached Pocona and saw a different face of the  cocaine trade. Located in a val-
ley a mile and a half above sea level, Pocona is much too high to grow the coca bush. 
Coca grows best below six thousand feet, in the lush area called the Chapare where 
the eastern Andes meet the western edge of the Amazon basin and rain forest. 
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 Like the woman with whom I was shelling corn, most of the people of Pocona are 
older, and community life is dominated by women together with their children who 
are still too young to leave. This particular woman had already lost both of her sons to 
the Chapare. She did not know it at the time, but within a few months, she was to lose 
her husband to the same work as well. With so few men, the women are left alone to 
plant, work, and harvest the fields of potatoes, corn, and fava beans, but with most of 
the work force missing, the productivity of Pocona has declined substantially. 

 In what was once a moderately fertile valley, hunger is now a part of life. The 
daily diet consists almost exclusively of bread, potato soup, boiled potatoes, corn, and 
tea. The majority of their daily calories comes from the potatoes and from the sugar 
that they put in their tea. They have virtually no meat or dairy products and very few 
fresh vegetables. These products are now sent to the Chapare to feed the workers in 
the coca fields, and the people of Pocona cannot compete against them. The crops 
that the people of Pocona produce are now difficult to sell because truck drivers find 
it much more profitable to take goods in and out of the Chapare rather than face the 
long and unprofitable trip to reach such remote villages as Pocona. 

 Despite all the hardships caused by so many people being away from the village, 
one might assume that more cash should be flowing into Pocona from the Chapare, 
where young men easily earn three dollars a day—three times the average daily wage 
of porters or laborers in Cochabamba. But this assumption was contradicted by the 
evidence of Pocona. As one widowed Indian mother of four explained, the first time 
her sixteen-year-old son came home, he brought bags of food, presents, and money for 
her and the younger children. She was very glad that he was working in the Chapare. 
On the second visit home he brought only a plastic bag of white powder for himself, 
and instead of bringing food, he took away as much as he could carry on the two-day 
trip back into the Chapare. 

 The third time, he told his mother that he could not find enough work in the 
Chapare. As a way to earn more money he made his mother bake as much bread as 
she could, and he took Mariana, his ten-year-old sister, with him to sell the bread to 
the workers in the Chapare. According to the mother, he beat the little girl and abused 
her repeatedly. Moreover, the money she made disappeared. On one of Mariana’s trips 
home to get more bread, the mother had no more wheat or corn flour to supply her 
son. So, she sent Mariana away to Cochabamba to work as a maid. The enraged son 
found where Mariana was working and went to the home to demand that she be re-
turned to him. When the family refused, he tried but failed to have her wages paid to 
him rather than to his mother. Mariana was separated from her family and commu-
nity, but at least she was not going to be one more of the prostitutes in the Chapare, 
and for her mother that was more important. 

 The standard of living in Pocona was never very high, but with the advent of the 
cocaine boom in Bolivia, the standard has declined. Ten years ago, Pocona’s gasoline-
powered generator furnished the homes with a few hours of electric light each night. 
The electricity also allowed a few families to  purchase radios, and occasionally some-
one brought in a movie projector to show a film in a large adobe building on the 
main square. For the past two years, the people of Pocona have not been able to buy 
gasoline for their generator. This has left the village not only without electricity but 
without entertainment and radio or film contact with the outside world. A few boys 
have bought portable radios with their earnings from the Chapare, but their families 
were unable to replace the batteries. Nights in Pocona are now both dark and silent. 

 In recent years the national economy of Bolivia has been virtually destroyed, and 
peasants in communities such as Pocona are reverting to barter as the only means of 
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exchange. The value of the peso may rise or fall by as much as 30 percent in a day; the 
peasants cannot take a chance on trading their crops for money that may be worth 
nothing in a week. Cocaine alone has not been responsible for the destruction of the 
Bolivian economy, but it has been a major contributor. It is not mere coincidence 
that the world’s largest producer of coca is also the country with the world’s worst 
inflation. 

 During part of 1986, inflation in Bolivia varied at a rate between 2,000 and 
13,000 percent, if calculated on a yearly basis. Prices in the cities changed by the 
hour, and on some days the dollar would rise at the rate of more than 1 percent per 
hour. A piece of bread cost 150,000 pesos, and an American dollar bought between 
two and three million pesos on the black market. Large items such as airplane tickets 
were calculated in the billions of pesos, and on one occasion I helped a man carry 
a large box of money to pay for such a ticket. It took two professional counters half 
an hour to count the bills. Workers were paid in stacks of bills that were often half a 
meter high. Because Bolivia is too undeveloped to print its money, the importation of 
its own bills printed in West Germany and Brazil was one of the leading imports in 
the mid-1980s. 

 Ironically, by no longer being able to participate fully in the money economy, the 
villagers of Pocona who have chewed coca leaves for centuries now find it difficult 
to afford the leaves. The narcotics industry pays such a high price that the people of 
Pocona can afford only the rejected trash from the cocaine industry. Whether chewed 
or made into a tea, the coca produces a mild lift somewhat like a cup of coffee but 
without the jagged comedown that follows a coffee high. Coca also reduces hunger, 
thirst, headaches, stomach pains, and the type of altitude sickness known as sorroche. 

 Were this all, coca use might be viewed as merely a bad habit somewhat like 
drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes, or overindulging in chocolates, but unlike these 
practices coca actually has a number of marked health benefits. The coca leaf is very 
high in calcium. In a population with widespread lactose intolerance and in a country 
without a national system of milk distribution, this calcium source is very important. 
The calcium also severely reduces cavities in a population with virtually no dental 
services outside the city. Coca also contains large amounts of vitamins A, C, and D, 
which are often lacking in the starchy diets of the mountain peasants. 

 Without coca, and with an excess of corn that they cannot get to market, the peo-
ple of Pocona now make more chicha, a form of home-fermented corn beer that tastes 
somewhat like the silage that American dairymen feed their cows. It is ironic that as 
an affluent generation of Americans are decreasing their consumption of alcohol in 
favor of drugs such as cocaine, the people of Pocona are drinking more alcohol to 
replace their traditional coca. Chicha, like most beers, is more nutritious than other 
kinds of distilled  spirits but lacks the health benefits of the coca leaves. It also pro-
duces intoxication, something that no amount of coca leaves can do. Coca chewing is 
such a slow process and produces such a mild effect that a user would have to chew a 
bushel of leaves to equal the impact of one mixed drink or one snort of cocaine. 

 In many ways, the problems and complaints of Pocona echo those of any Third 
World country with a cash crop, particularly those caught in the boom-and-bust cycle 
characteristic of capitalist systems. Whether it is the sisal boom of the Yucatán, the 
banana boom of Central America, the rubber boom of Brazil, or the cocaine boom in 
Bolivia, the same pattern develops. Rural villages are depleted of their work forces. 
Family and traditional cultural patterns disintegrate. And the people are no longer 
able to afford certain local products that suddenly become valued in the West. This is 
what happened to Pocona. 
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 Frequently, the part of a country that produces the boom crop benefits greatly, 
while other areas suffer greatly. If this were true in Bolivia, benefits accruing in the 
coca-producing area of the Chapare would outweigh the adjustment problems of 
such villages as Pocona. As it turns out, however, the Chapare has been even more 
adversely affected. 

 Most of the young men who go to the Chapare do not actually work in the coca 
fields. The coca bush originated in this area and does not require extensive care. One 
hectare can easily produce eight hundred kilograms of coca leaves in a year, but not 
much labor is needed to pick them. After harvesting, the leaves are dried in the sun for 
three to four days. Most of these tasks can easily be done by the farmer and his fam-
ily. Wherever one goes in the Chapare one sees coca leaves spread out on large drying 
cloths. Old people or young children walk up and down these cloths, turning the drying 
leaves with their whisk brooms. 

 The need for labor, especially the labor of strong young men, comes in the first 
stage of cocaine production, in the reduction of large piles of leaves into a small quan-
tity of pasta, or coca paste from which the active ingredient, cocaine, can then be 
refined. Three hundred to five hundred kilograms of leaves must be used to make 
one kilogram of pure cocaine. The leaves are made into pasta by soaking them in vats 
of kerosene and by applying salt, acetone, and sulfuric acid. To make the chemical 
reaction occur, someone must trample on the leaves for several days—a process very 
much like tromping on grapes to make wine, only longer. Because the corrosive mix-
ture dissolves shoes or boots, the young men walk barefooted. These men are called 
pisacocas and usually work in the cool of the night, pounding the green slime with 
their feet. Each night the chemicals eat away more skin and very quickly open ulcers 
erupt. Some young men in the Chapare now have feet that are so diseased that they 
are incapable of standing, much less walking. So, instead, they use their hands to mix 
the pasta, but their hands are eaten away even faster than their feet. Thousands and 
possibly tens of thousands of young Bolivian men now look like lepers with perma-
nently disfigured hands and feet. It is unlikely that any could return to Pocona and 
make a decent farmer. 

 Because this work is painful, the pisacocas smoke addictive cigarettes coated 
with pasta. This alleviates their pain and allows them to continue walking the coca 
throughout the night. The pasta is contaminated with chemical residues, and smok-
ing it warps their minds as quickly as the acids eat their hands and feet. Like Mari-
ana’s brother, the users become irrational, easily angered, and frequently violent. 

 Once the boys are no longer able to mix coca because of their mental or their 
physical condition, they usually become unemployed. If their wounds heal, they may 
be able to work as loaders or haulers, carrying the cocaine or transporting the con-
trolled chemicals used to process it. By and large, however, women and very small 
children, called hormigas (ants), are better at this work. Some of the young men then 
return home to their villages; others wander to Cochabamba, where they might live 
on the streets or try to earn money buying and selling dollars on the black market. 

 The cocaine manufacturers not only supply their workers with food and drugs, 
they keep them sexually supplied with young girls who serve as prostitutes as well. 
Bolivian health officials estimate that nearly half of the people living in the Chapare 
today have venereal disease. As the boys and girls working there return to their vil-
lages, they take these diseases with them. Increasing numbers of children born to 
infected mothers now have bodies covered in syphilitic sores. In 1985, a worse dis-
ease hit with the first case of AIDS. Soon after the victim died, a second victim was 
diagnosed. 
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 In an effort to control its own drug problem, the United States is putting pressure 
on Bolivia to eradicate coca production in the Andean countries. The army invaded 
the Chapare during January of 1986, but after nearly three weeks of being surrounded 
by the workers in the narcotics industry and cut off from their supply bases, the army 
surrendered. In a nation the size of Texas and California combined, but with a popu-
lation approximately the size of the city of Chicago, it is difficult for the government 
to control its own territory. Neither the Incas nor the Spanish conquistadores were 
ever able to conquer and administer the jungles of Bolivia, where there are still no-
madic bands of Indians who have retreated deep into the jungle to escape Western en-
croachment. The army of the poorest government in South America is no better able 
to control this country than its predecessors. The government runs the cities, but the 
countryside and the jungles operate under their own laws. 

 One of the most significant effects of the coca trade and of the campaigns to 
eradicate it has come on the most remote Indians of the jungle area. As the campaign 
against drugs has pushed production into more inaccessible places and as the world 
demand has promoted greater cultivation of coca, the coca growers are moving into 
previously unexplored areas. A coca plantation has been opened along the Chimore 
river less than an hour’s walk from one of the few surviving bands of Yuqui Indians. 
The Yuquis, famous for their eight-foot-long bows and their six-foot arrows, are now 
hovering on the brink of extinction. In the past year, the three bands of a few hundred 
Yuquis have lost eleven members in skirmishes with outsiders. In turn, they killed 
several outsiders this year and even shot the missionary who is their main champion 
against outside invaders. 

 According to the reports of missionaries, other Indian bands have been enlisted 
as workers in cocaine production and trafficking, making virtual slaves out of them. 
A Bolivian medical doctor explained to me that the Indians are fed the cocaine in 
their food as a way of keeping them working and preventing their escape. Through 
cocaine, the drug traffickers may be able to conquer and control these last remnants 
of the great Indian nations of the Americas. If so, they will accomplish what many 
have failed to do in the five-hundred-year campaign of Europeans to conquer the free 
Indians. 

 The fate of the Indians driven out of their homelands is shown in the case of 
Juan, a thirteen-year-old Indian boy from the Chimore river where the Yuquis live. 
I found him one night in a soup kitchen for street children operated in the corner of 
a potato warehouse by the Maryknoll priests. Juan wore a bright orange undershirt 
that proclaimed in bold letters Fairfax District Public Schools. I sat with him at the 
table coated in potato dust while he ate his soup with his fellow street children, some 
of whom were as young as four years old. He told me what he could remember of his 
life on the Chimore; he did not know to which tribe he was born or what language 
he had spoken with his mother. It was difficult for Juan to talk about his Indian past 
in a country where it is a grave insult to be called an Indian. Rather than talk about 
the Chimore or the Chapare, he wanted to ask me questions because I was the first 
American he had ever met. Was I stronger than everyone else, because he had heard 
that Americans were the strongest people in the world? Did we really have wolves and 
bears in North America, and was I afraid of them? Had I been to the Chapare? Did I 
use cocaine? 

 In between his questions, I found out that Juan had come to Cochabamba sev-
eral years ago with his mother. The two had fled the Chapare, but he did not know 
why. Once in the city they lived on the streets for a few years until his mother died, 
and he had been living alone ever since. He had become a polilla (moth), as they 
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call such street boys. To earn money he washed cars and sold cigarettes laced with 
pasta. When he tired of talking about himself and asking about the animals of North 
America, he and his two friends made plans to go out to one of the nearby pasta vil-
lages the next day. 

 Both the Chapare (which supplied the land for growing coca) and highland 
villages such as Pocona (which supplied the labor) were suffering from the cocaine 
boom. Where, then, is the profit? The only other sites in Bolivia are the newly de-
veloped manufacturing towns where cocaine is refined. Whereas in the past most of 
this refining took place in Colombia, both the manufacturers and the traffickers find 
it easier and cheaper to have the work done in Bolivia, closer to the source of coca 
leaves and closer to much cheaper sources of labor. The strength of the Colombian 
government and its closeness to the United States also make the drug trafficking more 
difficult there than in Bolivia, with its weak, unstable government in La Paz. 

 Toco is one of the villages that has turned into a processing point for cocaine. 
Located at about the same altitude as Pocona but only a half-day by truck from the 
Chapare, Toco cannot grow coca, but the village is close enough to the source to be-
come a major producer of the pasta. Traffickers bring in the large shipments of coca 
leaves and work them in backyard “kitchens.” Not only does Toco still have its young 
men at home and still have food and electricity, but it has work for a few hundred 
young men from other villages. 

 Unlike Pocona, for which there are only a few trucks each week, trucks flow in 
and out of Toco every day. Emblazoned with names such as Rambo, El Padrino (The 
Godfather), and Charles Bronson rather than the traditional truck names of San José, 
Virgen de Copacabana, or Flor de Urkupina, these are the newest and finest trucks 
found in Bolivia. Going in with a Bolivian physician and another anthropologist from 
the United States, I easily got a ride, along with a dozen Indians, on a truck which was 
hauling old car batteries splattered with what appeared to be vomit. 

 A few kilometers outside of Toco we were stopped by a large crowd of Indian 
peasants. Several dozen women sat around on the ground and in the road spin-
ning yarn and knitting. Most of the women had babies tied to their shoulders in the 
brightly colored awayu cloth, which the women use to carry everything from potatoes 
to lambs. Men stood around with farm tools, which they now used to block the roads. 
The men brandished their machetes and rakes at us, accusing us all of being smug-
glers and pisacocas. Like the Indians on the truck with us, the three of us stood silent 
and expressionless in the melee. 

 The hostile peasants were staging an ad hoc strike against the coca trade. They 
had just had their own fields of potatoes washed away in a flash flood. Now with-
out food and without money to replant, they were demanding that someone help 
them or they would disrupt all traffic to and from Toco. Shouting at us, several 
of them climbed on board the truck. Moving among the nervous passengers, they 
checked for a shipment of coca leaves, kerosene, acid, or anything else that might 
be a part of the coca trade. Having found nothing, they reluctantly let us pass with 
stern warnings not to return with cocaine or pasta. A few weeks after our encounter 
with the strikers, their strike ended and most of the men went off to look for work in 
the Chapare and in Toco; without a crop, the cocaine traffic was their only hope of 
food for the year. 

 On our arrival in Toco we found out that the batteries loaded with us in the back 
of the truck had been hollowed out and filled with acid to be used in making pasta. 
Chicha vomit had been smeared around to discourage anyone from checking them. 
After removal of the acid, the same batteries were then filled with plastic bags of 
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cocaine to be smuggled out of Toco and into the town of Cliza and on to Cochabamba 
and the outside world. 

 Toco is an expanding village with new cement-block buildings going up on the 
edge of town and a variety of large plumbing pipes, tanks, and drains being installed. 
It also has a large number of motorcycles and cars. By Bolivian standards it is a rich 
village, but it is still poorer than the average village in Mexico or Brazil. Soon after 
our arrival in Toco, we were followed by a handful of men wanting to sell us pasta, 
and within a few minutes the few had grown to nearly fifty young men anxious to 
assist us. Most of them were on foot, but some of them circled us in motorcycles, 
and many of them were armed with guns and machetes. They became suspicious and 
then openly hostile when we convinced them that we did not want to buy pasta. To 
escape them we took refuge in the home of an Indian family and waited for the mob 
to disperse. 

 When we tried to leave the village a few hours later, we were trapped by a truck-
load of young men who did not release us until they had checked with everyone we 
had met with in the village. They wondered why we were there if not to buy pasta. We 
were rescued by the doctor who accompanied us; she happened to be the niece of a 
popular Quechua writer. Evoking the memory of her uncle who had done so much for 
the Quechua people, she convinced the villagers of Toco that we were Bolivian doc-
tors who worked with her in Cochabamba, and that we were not foreigners coming 
to buy pasta or to spy on them. An old veteran who claimed that he had served in the 
Chaco War with her uncle vouched for us, but in return for having saved us he then 
wanted us to buy pasta from him. 

 The wealth generated by the coca trade from Bolivia is easy to see. It is in the 
European cars cruising the streets of Cochabamba and Santa Cruz, and in the nice 
houses in the suburbs. It is in the motorcycles and jeeps in Toco, Cliza, and Trinidad. 
The poverty is difficult to see because it is in the remote villages like Pocona, among 
the impoverished miners in the village of Porco, and intertwined in the lives of peas-
ants throughout the highland districts of Potosí and Oruro. But it is in communities 
such as Pocona that 70 percent of the population of Bolivia lives. For every modern 
home built with cocaine money in Cochabamba, a tin mine lies abandoned in Potosí 
that lost many of its miners when the world price for tin fell and they had to go to the 
Chapare for food. For every new car in Santa Cruz or every new motorcycle in Toco, a 
whole village is going hungry in the mountains. 

 The money for coca does not go to the Bolivians. It goes to the criminal or-
ganizations that smuggle the drugs out of the country and into the United States and 
Europe. A gram of pure cocaine on the streets of Cochabamba costs five dollars; the 
same gram on the streets of New York, Paris, or Berlin costs over a hundred dollars. 
The price increase occurs outside Bolivia. 

 The financial differential is evident in the case of the American housewife and 
mother sentenced to the Cochabamba prison after being caught with six and a half kilo-
grams of cocaine at the airport. Like all the other women in the prison, she now earns 
money washing laundry by hand at a cold-water tap in the middle of the prison yard. She 
receives the equivalent of twenty cents for each pair of pants she washes, dries, and irons. 
In Bolivian prisons, the prisoner has to furnish his or her own food, clothes, medical at-
tention, and even furniture. 

 She was paid five thousand dollars to smuggle the cocaine out of Bolivia to the 
Caribbean. Presumably someone else was then to be paid even more to smuggle it 
into the United States or Europe. The money that the American housewife received to 
smuggle the cocaine out of the country would pay the salary of eighty pisacocas for 
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a month. It would also pay the monthly wages of two hundred fifty Bolivian school-
teachers, who earn the equivalent of twenty U.S. dollars per month in pay. Even 
though her price seemed high by Bolivian standards, it is a small part of the final 
money generated by the drugs. When cut and sold on the streets of the United States, 
her shipment of cocaine would probably bring in five to seven million dollars. Of that 
amount, however, only about five hundred dollars goes to the Bolivian farmer. 

 The peasant in the Chapare growing the coca earns three times as much for a 
field of coca as he would for a field of papayas. But he is only the first in a long line of 
people and transactions that brings the final product of cocaine to the streets of the 
West. At the end of the line, cocaine sells for four to five times its weight in gold. 

 The United States government made all aid programs and loans to Bolivia de-
pendent on the country’s efforts to destroy coca. This produces programs in which 
Bolivian troops go into the most accessible areas and uproot a few fields of aging 
or diseased coca plants. Visiting drug-enforcement agents from the United States to-
gether with American congressmen applaud, make their reports on the escalating war 
against drugs, and then retire to a city hotel where they drink hot cups of coca tea and 
cocktails. 

 These programs hurt primarily the poor farmer who tries to make a slightly bet-
ter living by growing coca rather than papayas. The raids on the fields and cocaine 
factories usually lead to the imprisonment of ulcerated pisacocas and women and 
children hormigas from villages throughout Bolivia. Local authorities present the 
burned fields and full prisons to Washington visitors as proof that the Bolivian gov-
ernment has taken a hard stance against drug trafficking. 

 International crime figures with bank accounts in New York and Zurich get the 
money. Bolivia ends up with hunger in its villages, young men with their hands and 
feet permanently maimed, higher rates of venereal disease, chronic food shortages, less 
kerosene, higher school dropout rates, increased drug addiction, and a worthless peso.  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       

  Review Questions 

   1.    List and describe the major effects of the cocaine trade on rural Bolivian life.   

   2.    Why have the production of coca and the manufacture of cocaine created a 
health hazard in Bolivia?   

   3.    Why has the cocaine trade benefited the Bolivian economy so little?   

   4.    How has the cocaine trade disrupted village social organization in Bolivia?      
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 Malawi versus the World Bank 
       Sonia Patten    

   Market economics rules in most industrialized countries, especially since the decline of 
communism. In market systems, goods are produced for sale, prices affect demand and  
vice-versa,  and demand drives production. Underlying the system is the profit motive to get 
the greatest gain for the least cost. The market not only applies to manufacturing and pro-
viding services in industrialized societies but also governs agriculture although most gov-
ernments interfere with it to some extent in that economic sphere. It is no wonder that most 
economists from industrialized nations believe that the free market system is the key to 
development in nonindustrialized societies, and this has led institutions such as the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to drop social and agricultural support 
programs in favor of market-based development as a requirement of receiving loans.  

  There is a problem, however, at least initially, with the market-based approach to de-
velopment especially as it applies to agriculture. In many nonindustrialized societies, a ma-
jority of the people farm small plots of land in order to feed their families and meet social 
obligations to kin and neighbors. When floods, draught, exhausted soils, and other factors 
reduce yields and people face starvation, only government aid, not market-based programs, 
can help them. That is the point Sonia Patten makes in this article as she discusses condi-
tions in the small south African country of Malawi. She notes that international lending 
agencies required the Malawian government to cease underwriting the cost of fertilizer in 
favor of a market-based system. As a result, the exhausted land produced less maize and 
people began to starve. Eventually, the government of Malawi overruled their international 
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lenders and reinstituted a program to provide fertilizer to farm families. The result 
was a grain surplus, the end of famine, and improved health for the nation’s citizens.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

 This article is about the impact a group of economic organizations called the 
“Washington Consensus” has on rural families living in the small southern African 
nation of Malawi. The “Washington Consensus,” which is located in Washington, 
D.C., as the name implies, and its associated economists and policymakers created 
a situation in Malawi that forced rural farmers there to trade a day’s labor for a 
day’s food, dismantle their homes to sell timbers and roofing for cash so they could 
purchase food, beg for food, or go hungry. One can challenge statements about the 
causal relationships between macro-level and micro-level socioeconomic decisions 
and events, but in this instance the connections seem clear. A review of “Washington 
Consensus” policy and the information provided by women in ten rural Malawi 
households over a period of eighteen months helps us understand just how indi-
viduals and families struggle to survive when macro-level economic policies have an 
adverse impact on them. 

 The “Washington Consensus” refers to a set of economic prescriptions derived 
from policies of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (both 
headquartered in Washington, D.C.) and endorsed by the U.S. Treasury Department. 
The goal for these policies and prescriptions is to bring about basic economic reform 
in poor nations, rapidly moving their economies in the direction of capitalism and in-
corporation into the global marketplace. When a government applies for a loan from 
these international lending agencies, it must agree to abide by a structural adjust-
ment program (SAP) based on these economic policies and prescriptions. Thus, the 
conditions for securing a loan include the following: (1) cuts in spending for health, 
education, and all forms of social welfare; (2) privatization of all state-owned enter-
prises; (3) opening the economy to foreign competition and direct foreign investment; 
(4) allowing the market to determine interest rates; (5) managing currency exchange 
rates to keep them stable. Additionally, governments are to broaden the tax base in 
order to collect more revenue, deregulate labor markets, and stop using public mon-
ies to subsidize commodities, thus increasing the cost to consumers. It is this last 
point, the withdrawal of subsidies, that I will focus on. The commodity in question is 
commercial fertilizer, an absolutely essential agricultural input for even the smallest 
subsistence farmer. 

 Malawi is one of the poorest nations in the world. It has a population of about 
thirteen million people, 95 percent engaged in rain-fed agriculture, mostly on small-
holdings of about one to four acres. It takes about two-thirds of an acre per person to 
have a reasonable chance of producing sufficient food to meet subsistence needs for 
a family. The nation has more or less reached the limit of its possible area of cultiva-
tion, and is suffering from the problems that accompany deforestation as people have 
cut trees to clear land for  firewood for cooking and brick-making. There is no longer a 
fallow period for cropland—farmers plant all of their land every year. 

 *  Original article from Sonia Patten, “Malawi versus the World Bank.” Copyright © 2009 by Sonia Patten. 
Used by permission of the author. 
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 The staple crop is white maize (corn); it is consumed at every meal. Over 90 
percent of cultivable land in Malawi is planted to maize. It is hard on the soil, rap-
idly leaching it of nutrients, especially nitrogen. Presently, if commercial fertilizer 
high in nitrogen is not applied during the growing season, the amount of maize 
harvested is greatly diminished. Households are unable to meet their subsistence 
needs and have no surplus to put on the market. The “season of hunger,” that period 
of time between family consumption of the last store of maize from the previous 
harvest (any time between early September and late December) and the beginning 
of the next harvest (in late March or April) grows longer, and families have to find a 
way to cope. 

 Fertilizer subsidies have a long history in Malawi. They began in 1952 while the 
country was still a British colony. The objectives of the subsidy were to ensure dis-
tribution of a vital agricultural input at a low cost to even the most geographically 
remote smallholder farmer, thus increasing output of maize, the priority crop, and to 
maintain soil fertility. The subsidies continued after independence and into the 1970s. 
In 1981 the country experienced a balance of payments problem and turned to the 
World Bank and IMF for assistance in the form of loans. Thus, Malawi has been in-
debted to and under the influence of these international lending agencies longer than 
any other African nation, and the involvement continues up to the present. As early 
as 1984, the World Bank and IMF began attributing problems in the economy to gov-
ernment subsidy policies, particularly with regard to commercial fertilizer. By 1985 
the government began progressive reduction of the fertilizer subsidy. By the 1990s, 
there was complete deregulation and liberalization of the fertilizer and seed markets 
in Malawi, under the tutelage of the international lending institutions. The process 
was finalized in 1994/95 with complete removal of all types of subsidies and price 
controls on all agricultural inputs and products. At the same time there was 40 per-
cent depreciation in the value of the currency and inflation soared from 20 percent to 
53 percent. 

 This was an absolute crisis for small farmers. Harvests fell and malnutrition 
rose. By the month of June, most rural families were reduced to eating two meals 
a day. Over a third of rural families were running out of stored maize by September 
and 80 percent by December. More than 25 percent of under-five children were under-
weight and more than half were stunted by long-term malnutrition. The country was 
struggling with the heavy burden of HIV/AIDS, and life expectancy had fallen to 37 
years. World Bank economists had begun to get a sense that all was not well, all was 
not going according to plan, and perhaps a social safety net was needed to “catch” 
those who were most vulnerable. A number of fertilizer programs were begun to try 
and meet the needs of smallholders and allow them to have a greater likelihood of 
producing sufficient food to feed their families. 

 Government programs like the Starter Pak Initiative and Targeted Input Pro-
gramme were created to distribute free or subsidized fertilizer. The results were mixed 
at best. 

 Big farmers were not eligible for these programs, which relied on the distribu-
tion of vouchers to smallholders through village headmen. A voucher could then be 
exchanged for a 50 kg bag of fertilizer free or at a subsidized price, depending on the 
program. But headmen sometimes sold the  vouchers rather than distribute them. And 
big farmers would have vendors with coupons buy bags of fertilizer at the subsidized 
price, then pay the vendors a fee for this service, and re-sell the bags for a hand-
some profit. The supply of subsidized fertilizer was quickly depleted, long before most 
small farmers had secured any. Another social safety net program put rural men and 
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women to work building roads, and at the end of several days of work, they were paid 
with a 50 kg bag of fertilizer. It took so much work to earn a bag that many people 
refused to participate, saying it seemed like a kind of slavery. 

 How did individual households cope with these dire circumstances? This is what 
I learned from ten women in one village where few families could afford a sufficient 
amount of fertilizer. Some of the families were able to secure one bag, allowing them 
one application on their maize crop; it takes three applications during a growing sea-
son for optimal results. Most of the families used no fertilizer at all. In 2005, all but 
one family consumed all of their stored food by September, and some as early as Au-
gust. Normally August is the time of year when weddings take place, when ancestors 
are honored. These events require contributions of food from each household, but in 
2005 the village headman decreed that no household should make these contributions 
because everyone was suffering from insufficient food. 

 The first strategy that families turned to in the hunger crisis was to skip meals. 
When there is sufficient food, people eat  nsima  (maize porridge) three times a day—
breakfast, lunch and supper. When there is a food shortage, breakfast is no longer 
prepared. As the situation continued to deteriorate, women began to mix maize 
flour, the regular ingredient for  nsima,  with maize bran, which is usually used for 
animal feed. The next step was to use cassava rather than maize for the noon meal. 
Cassava is nutrient poor, and most people in the Central Region don’t like it. By 
this time men and women were actively seeking work that they could exchange for 
food—a day’s work in a rich farmer’s fields in exchange for enough maize flour to 
prepare a meal. If such work could not be found, people began to sell off their as-
sets in order to buy maize, which was in short supply and thus very expensive. They 
sold animals, bricks, sheets of corrugated metal roofing, timbers that had supported 
their houses—whatever they had that could be sold for money or exchanged for 
maize. The absolute last resort was to sell land or exchange land for maize. And I 
was told that some older women who had no family in the vicinity were so desper-
ately hungry that they went door to door begging for something to eat. 

 It is during this season of hunger that the land must be prepared and the next 
crop planted and cultivated. When hunger is great, maize will be harvested and 
cooked while it is still green and other foodstuffs like pumpkins will be cooked 
when they are small. People can’t wait for them to mature—they might starve in the 
interim. 

 So how it is that World Bank and IMF economists would mandate a policy 
that causes so much human suffering? The current president of Malawi, Bingu wa 
Mutharika, must have asked the same question. He is an economist trained at a 
prominent U.S. university, and is well aware that Western nations heavily subsidize 
their farmers. After the disastrous 2005 harvest that required emergency food aid 
for five million Malawians, he reinstated and deepened fertilizer subsidies over the 
protests of the U.S. The result? The 2007 maize harvest was so big that Malawi is 
exporting hundreds of thousands of tons to neighboring countries. The national gra-
naries are full. Acute hunger in children has fallen so sharply that the UN-donated 
powdered milk stockpiled for treating hungry children has been sent on to other 
African nations still in need. In sum, it appears that the policies generated by the 
Washington Consensus may need to be reconfigured when it comes to public invest-
ment in African agriculture, especially agriculture practiced by subsistence farmers 
who are unable to produce enough grain for sale to pay for the fertilizer that will 
ensure a surplus.  
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      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       

  Review Questions 

   1.    What is the “Washington Consensus”?   

   2.    What are the five points of the Washington Consensus’s structural adjustment 
program (SAP)? What is the economic theory behind them?   

   3.    What is the history of farm support in Malawi and how did taking loans from the 
World Bank and IMF change that history?   

   4.    Why is chemical fertilizer so important to farming in Malawi?   

   5.    When it followed SAP guidelines, the government of Malawi ceased to provide 
fertilizer for its farmers. How did that impact the country’s people and agricul-
tural output?   

   6.    What happened when the government of Malawi recently again began to provide 
fertilizer for its farmers? What does that say about World Bank and IMF policy?       
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 Social life is essential to human existence. We remain in the company of other peo-
ple from the day we are born to the time of our death. People teach us to speak. They 
show us how to relate to our surroundings. They give us the help and the support we 
need to achieve personal security and mental well-being. Alone, we are relatively frail, 
defenseless primates; in groups we are astonishingly adaptive and powerful. Yet de-
spite these advantages, well-organized human societies are difficult to achieve. Some 
species manage to produce social organization genetically. But people are not like 
bees or ants. We lack the genetically coded directions for behavior that make these 
insects successful social animals. Although we seem to inherit a general need for so-
cial approval, we also harbor individual interests and ambitions that can block or de-
stroy close social ties. To overcome these divisive tendencies, human groups organize 
around several principles designed to foster cooperation and group loyalty. Kinship is 
among the strongest of these. 

 We may define  kinship  as the complex system of culturally defined social re-
lationships based on marriage (the principle of  affinity ) and birth (the principle of 
 consanguinity ). The study of kinship involves consideration of such principles as de-
scent, kinship status and roles, family and other kinship groups, marriage, and resi-
dence. In fact, kinship has been such an important organizing factor in many of the 
societies studied by anthropologists that it is one of the most elaborate areas of the 
discipline. What are some of the important concepts? 

 First is descent.  Descent  is based on the notion of a common heritage. It is a 
cultural rule tying together people on the basis of reputed common ancestry. Descent 
functions to guide inheritance, group loyalty, and, above all, the formation of families 
and extended kinship groups. 

 There are three main rules of descent. One is  patrilineal descent , which links 
relatives through males only. In patrilineal systems, females are part of their father’s 
line, but their children descend from the husbands.  Matrilineal descent  links rela-
tives through females only. Males belong to their mother’s line; the children of males 
descend from the wives. Bilateral descent links a person to kin through both males 
and females simultaneously. Americans are said to have  bilateral descent , whereas 
most of the people in India, Japan, and China are patrilineal. Such groups as the 
Apache and Trobriand Islanders are matrilineal. 

 Descent often defines groups called, not surprisingly,  descent groups . One of 
these is the  lineage , a localized group that is based on unilineal (patrilineal or matri-
lineal) descent and that usually has some corporate powers. In the Marshall Islands, 
for example, the matriline holds rights to land, which, in turn, it allots to its members. 
Lineages in India sometimes hold rights to land but are a more important arena for 
other kinds of decisions such as marriage. Lineage mates must be consulted about the 
advisability, timing, and arrangements for weddings. 

  Clans  are composed of lineages. Clan members believe they are all descended 
from a common ancestor, but because clans are larger, members cannot trace their 
genealogical relationships to everyone in the group. In some societies, clans may be 
linked together in even larger groups called  phratries . Because phratries are usually 
large, the feeling of common descent they offer is weaker. 

  Ramages , or cognatic kin groups, are based on bilateral descent. They often re-
semble lineages in size and function but provide more recruiting flexibility. An individ-
ual can choose membership from among several ramages where he or she has relatives. 
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 Another important kinship group is the family. This unit is more difficult to de-
fine than we may think, because people have found so many different ways to or-
ganize “familylike” groups. Here we will follow anthropologist George P. Murdock’s 
approach and define the  family  as a kin group consisting of at least one married 
couple sharing the same residence with their children and performing sexual, repro-
ductive, economic, and educational functions. A  nuclear family  consists of a single 
married couple and their children. An  extended family  consists of two or more mar-
ried couples and their children. Extended families have a quality all their own and 
are often found in societies where family performance and honor are paramount to 
the reputation of individual family members. Extended families are most commonly 
based on patrilineal descent. Women marry into such families and must establish 
themselves among the line members and other women who live there. 

  Marriage , the socially approved union of two people, is a second major prin-
ciple of kinship. The regulation of marriage takes elaborate forms from one society 
to the next. Marriage may be  exogamous , meaning marriage outside any particular 
named group, or  endogamous , indicating the opposite. Bhil tribals of India, for ex-
ample, are clan and village exogamous (they should marry outside these groups), but 
tribal endogamous (they should marry other Bhils). 

 Marriage may also be  monogamous , where it is preferred that only one woman 
should be married to one man at a time, or  polygamous , meaning that one person 
may be married to more than one person simultaneously. There are two kinds of po-
lygamy,  polygyny , the marriage of one man with more than one woman simultane-
ously, and  polyandry , the marriage of one woman with more than one man. 

 Many anthropologists view marriage as a system of alliances between fami-
lies and descent lines. Viewed in these terms, rules such as endogamy and exogamy 
can be explained as devices to link or internally strengthen various kinship groups. 
The  incest taboo , a legal rule that prohibits sexual intercourse or marriage between 
particular classes of kin, is often explained as a way to extend alliances between kin 
groups. 

 Finally, the regulation of marriage falls to the parents and close relatives of eligi-
ble young people in many societies. These elders concern themselves with more than 
wedding preparations; they must also see to it that young people marry appropriately, 
which means that they consider the reputation of prospective spouses and their fami-
lies’ economic strength and social rank. 

 The selections in Part Five illustrate several aspects of kinship systems. In the 
first article, Nancy Scheper-Hughes looks at the relationship that poor Brazilian 
mothers have with their infants. Because babies die so often, mothers must delay 
forming attachments to them until their children show that they can survive. The 
second article, by David McCurdy, looks at the way kinship organizes life for the in-
habitants of a Rajasthani Bhil village. Arranging a marriage requires use and consid-
eration of clans, lineages, families, and weddings. Despite its origin in peasant society, 
the Indian kinship system is proving useful as people try to cope with a modernizing 
society. The third article, by Melvyn Goldstein, describes a rare form of marriage—
polyandry—and shows why, despite other choices, Tibetan brothers often choose to 
share a single wife among them. Finally, Margery Wolf looks at the structure of the 
Taiwanese extended family from the point of view of the women who constitute it. It 
is only by establishing her own uterine family that a woman can gain power within 
the patrilineal group. 
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 Mother’s Love: Death 
without Weeping         
    Nancy Scheper-Hughes    

   Kinship systems are based on marriage and birth. Both, anthropologists assume, create ties 
that can link kin into close, cooperative, enduring structures. What happens to such ties, 
however, in the face of severe hardship imposed by grinding poverty and urban migration? 
Can we continue to assume, for example, that there will be a close bond between mother 
and child? This is the question pursued by Nancy Scheper-Hughes in the following article 
about the mother–infant relationship among poor women in a Brazilian shantytown. The 
author became interested in the question following a “baby die-off” in the town of Bom 
Jesus in 1965. She noticed that mothers seemed to take these events casually. After twenty-
five years of research in the Alto do Cruzeiro shantytown there, she has come to see such 
indifference as a cultural response to high rates of infant death due to poverty and malnu-
trition. Mothers, and surrounding social institutions such as the Catholic church, expect 
babies to die easily. Mothers concentrate their support on babies who are “fighters” and 
let themselves grow attached to their children only when they are reasonably sure that the 
offspring will survive. The article also provides an excellent illustration of what happens to 
kinship systems in the face of poverty and social dislocation. Such conditions may easily 
result in the formation of woman-headed families and in a lack of the extended kinship net-
works so often found in more stable, rural societies.  

  In a current epilogue to this article, Scheper-Hughes notes that political changes in 
Brazil since the 1980s have led to improved health for mothers and babies. Mothers have 
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fewer babies and no longer give up on  offspring who in the past would have seemed 
destined to die. Unfortunately, the rise of drugs and gangs along with vigilante 
death squads have become a major threat to survival and social life in Bom Jesus.      *   

    I have seen death without weeping  

  The destiny of the Northeast is death  

  Cattle they kill  

  To the people they do something worse  

   —Anonymous Brazilian singer (1965)            

     Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

        “Why do the church bells ring so often?” I asked Nailza de Arruda soon after I moved 
into a corner of her tiny mud-walled hut near the top of the shantytown called the 
Alto do Cruzeiro (Crucifix Hill). I was then a Peace Corps volunteer and a commu-
nity development/health worker. It was the dry and blazing hot summer of 1965, the 
months following the military coup in Brazil, and save for the rusty, clanging bells of 
N.S. das Dores Church, an eerie quiet had settled over the market town that I call Bom 
Jesus da Mata. Beneath the quiet, however, there was chaos and panic. “It’s nothing,” 
replied Nailza, “just another little angel gone to heaven.” 

 Nailza had sent more than her share of little angels to heaven, and sometimes 
at night I could hear her engaged in a muffled but passionate discourse with one of 
them, two-year-old Joana. Joana’s photograph, taken as she lay propped up in her tiny 
cardboard coffin, her eyes open, hung on a wall next to one of Nailza and Ze Antonio 
taken on the day they eloped. 

 Nailza could barely remember the other infants and babies who came and went 
in close succession. Most had died unnamed and were hastily baptized in their cof-
fins. Few lived more than a month or two. Only Joana, properly baptized in church at 
the close of her first year and placed under the protection of a powerful saint, Joan of 
Arc, had been expected to live. And Nailza had dangerously allowed herself to love the 
little girl. 

 In addressing the dead child, Nailza’s voice would range from tearful implor-
ing to angry recrimination: “Why did you leave me? Was your patron saint so greedy 
that she could not allow me one child on this earth?” Ze Antonio advised me to ig-
nore Nailza’s odd behavior, which he understood as a kind of madness that, like the 
birth and death of children, came and went. Indeed, the premature birth of a stillborn 
son some months later “cured” Nailza of her “inappropriate” grief, and the day came 
when she removed Joana’s photo and carefully packed it away. 

 More than fifteen years elapsed before I returned to the Alto do Cruzeiro, and it 
was anthropology that provided the vehicle of my return. Since 1982 I have returned 
several times in order to pursue a problem that first attracted my attention in the 
1960s. My involvement with the people of the Alto do Cruzeiro now spans a quarter 
of a century and three generations of parenting in a community where mothers and 
daughters are often simultaneously pregnant. 

 *  From “Death without Weeping,”  Natural History,  October 1989. Copyright © 1989 by Nancy Scheper-
Hughes, with an update in 2009. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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 The Alto do Cruzeiro is one of three shantytowns surrounding the large mar-
ket town of Bom Jesus in the sugar plantation zone of Pernambuco in Northeast 
Brazil, one of the many zones of neglect that have emerged in the shadow of the now 
tarnished economic miracle of Brazil. For the women and children of the Alto do 
Cruzeiro the only miracle is that some of them have managed to stay alive at all. 

 The Northeast is a region of vast proportions (approximately twice the size of 
Texas) and of equally vast social and developmental problems. The nine states that 
make up the region are the poorest in the country and are representative of the Third 
World within a dynamic and rapidly industrializing nation. Despite waves of migra-
tions from the interior to the teeming shantytowns of coastal cities, the majority still 
live in rural areas on farms and ranches, sugar plantations and mills. 

 Life expectancy in the Northeast is only forty years, largely because of the ap-
pallingly high rate of infant and child mortality. Approximately one million children 
in Brazil under the age of five die each year. The children of the Northeast, espe-
cially those born in shantytowns on the periphery of urban life, are at a very high 
risk of death. In these areas, children are born without the traditional protection of 
breast-feeding, subsistence gardens, stable marriages, and multiple adult caretakers 
that exists in the interior. In the hillside shantytowns that spring up around cities 
or, in this case, interior market towns, marriages are brittle, single parenting is the 
norm, and women are frequently forced into the shadow economy of domestic work 
in the homes of the rich or into unprotected and oftentimes “scab” wage labor on the 
surrounding sugar plantations, where they clear land for planting and weed for a pit-
tance, sometimes less than a dollar a day. The women of the Alto may not bring their 
babies with them into the homes of the wealthy, where the often-sick infants are con-
sidered sources of contamination, and they cannot carry the little ones to the river-
banks where they wash clothes because the river is heavily infested with schistosomes 
and other deadly parasites. Nor can they carry their young children to the plantations, 
which are often several miles away. At wages of a dollar a day, the women of the Alto 
cannot hire baby sitters. Older children who are not in school will sometimes serve as 
somewhat indifferent caretakers. But any child not in school is also expected to find 
wage work. In most cases, babies are simply left at home alone, the door securely fas-
tened. And so many also die alone and unattended. 

 Bom Jesus da Mata, centrally located in the plantation zone of Pernambuco, 
is within commuting distance of several sugar plantations and mills. Consequently, 
Bom Jesus has been a magnet for rural workers forced off their small subsistence 
plots by large landowners wanting to use every available piece of land for sugar cul-
tivation. Initially, the rural migrants to Bom Jesus were squatters who were given 
tacit approval by the mayor to put up temporary straw huts on each of the three hills 
overlooking the town. The Alto do Cruzeiro is the oldest, the largest, and the poorest 
of the shantytowns. Over the past three decades many of the original migrants have 
become permanent residents, and the primitive and temporary straw huts have been 
replaced by small homes (usually of two rooms) made of wattle and daub, sometimes 
covered with plaster. The more affluent residents use bricks and tiles. In most Alto 
homes, dangerous kerosene lamps have been replaced by light bulbs. The once tat-
tered rural garb, often fashioned from used sugar sacking, has likewise been replaced 
by store-bought clothes, often castoffs from a wealthy  patrão  (boss). The trappings are 
modern, but the hunger, sickness, and death that they conceal are traditional, deeply 
rooted in a history of feudalism, exploitation, and institutionalized dependency. 

 My research agenda never wavered. The questions I addressed first crystallized 
during a veritable “die-off” of Alto babies during a severe drought in 1965. The food 
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and water shortages and the political and economic chaos occasioned by the military 
coup were reflected in the handwritten entries of births and deaths in the dusty, yel-
lowed pages of the ledger books kept at the public registry office in Bom Jesus. More 
than 350 babies died in the Alto during 1965 alone—this from a shantytown popula-
tion of little more than 5,000. But that wasn’t what surprised me. There were reasons 
enough for the deaths in the miserable conditions of shantytown life. What puzzled 
me was the seeming indifference of Alto women to the death of their infants, and their 
willingness to attribute to their own tiny offspring an aversion to life that made their 
death seem wholly natural, indeed all but anticipated. 

 Although I found that it was possible, and hardly difficult, to rescue infants and 
toddlers from death by diarrhea and dehydration with a simple sugar, salt, and water 
solution (even bottled Coca-Cola worked fine), it was more difficult to enlist a mother 
herself in the rescue of a child she perceived as ill-fated for life or better off dead, or 
to convince her to take back into her threatened and besieged home a baby she had 
already come to think of as an angel rather than as a son or daughter. 

 I learned that the high expectancy of death, and the ability to face child death 
with stoicism and equanimity, produced patterns of nurturing that differentiated be-
tween those infants thought of as thrivers and survivors and those thought of as born 
already “wanting to die.” The survivors were nurtured, while stigmatized, doomed 
infants were left to die, as mothers say,  a mingua,  “of neglect.” Mothers stepped back 
and allowed nature to take its course. This pattern, which I call mortal selective ne-
glect, is called passive infanticide by anthropologist Marvin Harris. The Alto situation, 
although culturally specific in the form that it takes, is not unique to Third World 
shantytown communities and may have its correlates in our own impoverished urban 
communities in some cases of “failure to thrive” infants. 

 I use as an example the story of Zezinho, the thirteen-month-old toddler of one 
of my neighbors, Lourdes. I became involved with Zezinho when I was called in to 
help Lourdes in the delivery of another child, this one a fair and robust little tyke with 
a lusty cry. I noted that while Lourdes showed great interest in the newborn, she to-
tally ignored Zezinho who, wasted and severely malnourished, was curled up in a fe-
tal position on a piece of urine- and feces-soaked cardboard placed under his mother’s 
hammock. Eyes open and vacant, mouth slack, the little boy seemed doomed. 

 When I carried Zezinho up to the community day-care center at the top of the 
hill, the Alto women who took turns caring for one another’s children (in order to free 
themselves for part-time work in the cane fields or washing clothes) laughed at my 
efforts to save Ze, agreeing with Lourdes that here was a baby without a ghost of a 
chance. Leave him alone, they cautioned. It makes no sense to fight with death. But 
I did do battle with Ze, and after several weeks of force-feeding (malnourished babies 
lose their interest in food), Ze began to succumb to my ministrations. He acquired 
some flesh across his taut chest bones, learned to sit up, and even tried to smile. When 
he seemed well enough, I returned him to Lourdes in her miserable scrap-material 
lean-to, but not without guilt about what I had done. I wondered whether returning 
Ze was at all fair to Lourdes and to his little brother. But I was busy and washed my 
hands of the matter. And Lourdes did seem more interested in Ze now that he was 
looking more human. 

 When I returned in 1982, there was Lourdes among the women who formed my 
sample of Alto mothers—still struggling to put together some semblance of life for a 
now grown Ze and her five other surviving children. Much was made of my reunion 
with Ze in 1982, and everyone enjoyed retelling the story of Ze’s rescue and of how 
his mother had given him up for dead. Ze would laugh the loudest when told how 
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I had had to force-feed him like a fiesta turkey. There was no hint of guilt on the part 
of Lourdes and no resentment on the part of Ze. In fact, when questioned in private 
as to who was the best friend he ever had in life, Ze took a long drag on his cigarette 
and answered without a trace of irony, “Why my mother, of course!” “But of course,” 
I replied. 

 Part of learning how to mother in the Alto do Cruzeiro is learning when to let go 
of a child who shows that it “wants” to die or that it has no “knack” or no “taste” for 
life. Another part is learning when it is safe to let oneself love a child. Frequent child 
death remains a powerful shaper of maternal thinking and practice. In the absence of 
firm expectation that a child will survive, mother love as we conceptualize it (whether 
in popular terms or in the psychobiological notion of maternal bonding) is attenu-
ated and delayed with consequences for infant survival. In an environment already 
precarious to young life, the emotional detachment of mothers toward some of their 
babies contributes even further to the spiral of high mortality–high fertility in a kind 
of macabre lock-step dance of death. 

 The average woman of the Alto experiences 9.5 pregnancies, 3.5 child deaths, 
and 1.5 stillbirths. Seventy percent of all child deaths in the Alto occur in the first six 
months of life, and 82 percent by the end of the first year. Of all deaths in the commu-
nity each year, about 45 percent are of children under the age of five. 

 Women of the Alto distinguish between child deaths understood as natural 
(caused by diarrhea and communicable diseases) and those resulting from sorcery, 
the evil eye, or other magical or supernatural afflictions. They also recognize a large 
category of infant deaths seen as fated and inevitable. These hopeless cases are classi-
fied by mothers under the folk terminology “child sickness” or “child attack.” Women 
say that there are at least fourteen different types of hopeless child sickness, but most 
can be subsumed under two categories—chronic and acute. The chronic cases refer 
to infants who are born small and wasted. They are deathly pale, mothers say, as well 
as weak and passive. They demonstrate no vital force, no liveliness. They do not suck 
vigorously; they hardly cry. Such babies can be this way at birth or they can be born 
sound but soon show no resistance, no “fight” against the common crises of infancy: 
diarrhea, respiratory infections, tropical fevers. 

 The acute cases are those doomed infants who die suddenly and violently. They 
are taken by stealth overnight, often following convulsions that bring on head bang-
ing, shaking, grimacing, and shrieking. Women say it is horrible to look at such a baby. 
If the infant begins to foam at the mouth or gnash its teeth or go rigid with its eyes 
turned back inside its head, there is absolutely no hope. The infant is “put aside”—
left alone—often on the floor in a back room, and allowed to die. These symptoms 
(which accompany high fevers, dehydration, third-stage malnutrition, and encephali-
tis) are equated by Alto women with madness, epilepsy, and worst of all, rabies, which 
is greatly feared and highly stigmatized. 

 Most of the infants presented to me as suffering from chronic child sickness 
were tiny, wasted famine victims, while those labeled as victims of acute child attack 
seemed to be infants suffering from the deliriums of high fever or the convulsions that 
can accompany electrolyte imbalance in dehydrated babies. 

 Local midwives and traditional healers, praying women, as they are called, ad-
vise Alto women on when to allow a baby to die. One midwife explained: “If I can 
see that a baby was born unfortuitously, I tell the mother that she need not wash the 
infant or give it a cleansing tea. I tell her just to dust the infant with baby powder and 
wait for it to die.” Allowing nature to take its course is not seen as sinful by these often 
very devout Catholic women. Rather, it is understood as cooperating with God’s plan. 
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 Often I have been asked how consciously women of the Alto behave in this re-
gard. I would have to say that consciousness is always shifting between allowed and 
disallowed levels of awareness. For example, I was awakened early one morning in 
1987 by two neighborhood children who had been sent to fetch me to a hastily or-
ganized wake for a two-month-old infant whose mother I had unsuccessfully urged 
to breast-feed. The infant was being sustained on sugar water, which the mother re-
ferred to as  soro  (serum), using a medical term for the infant’s starvation regime in 
light of his chronic diarrhea. I had cautioned the mother that an infant could not live 
on  soro  forever. 

 The two girls urged me to console the young mother by telling her that it was 
“too bad” that her infant was so weak that Jesus had to take him. They were coaching 
me in proper Alto etiquette. I agreed, of course, but asked, “And what do  you  think?” 
Xoxa, the eleven-year-old, looked down at her dusty flip-flops and blurted out, “Oh, 
Dona Nanci, that baby never got enough to eat, but you must never say that!” And so 
the death of hungry babies remains one of the best kept secrets of life in Bom Jesus 
da Mata. 

 Most victims are waked quickly and with a minimum of ceremony. No tears are 
shed, and the neighborhood children form a tiny procession, carrying the baby to the 
town graveyard where it will join a multitude of others. Although a few fresh flowers 
may be scattered over the tiny grave, no stone or wooden cross will mark the place, 
and the same spot will be reused within a few months’ time. The mother will never 
visit the grave, which soon becomes an anonymous one. 

 What, then, can be said of these women? What emotions, what sentiments mo-
tivate them? How are they able to do what, in fact, must be done? What does mother 
love mean in this inhospitable context? Are grief, mourning, and melancholia present, 
although deeply repressed? If so, where shall we look for them? And if not, how are 
we to understand the moral visions and moral sensibilities that guide their actions? 

 I have been criticized more than once for presenting an unflattering portrait of 
poor Brazilian women, women who are, after all, themselves the victims of severe so-
cial and institutional neglect. I have described these women as allowing some of their 
children to die, as if this were an unnatural and inhuman act rather than, as I would 
assert, the way any one of us might act, reasonably and rationally, under similarly 
desperate conditions. Perhaps I have not emphasized enough the real pathogens in 
this environment of high risk: poverty, deprivation, sexism, chronic hunger, and eco-
nomic exploitation. If mother love is, as many psychologists and some feminists be-
lieve, a seemingly natural and universal maternal script, what does it mean to women 
for whom scarcity, loss, sickness, and deprivation have made that love frantic and 
robbed them of their grief, seeming to turn their hearts to stone? 

 Throughout much of human history—as in a great deal of the impoverished 
Third World today—women have had to give birth and to nurture children under eco-
logical conditions and social arrangements hostile to child survival, as well as to their 
own well-being. Under circumstances of high childhood mortality, patterns of selec-
tive neglect and passive infanticide may be seen as active survival strategies. 

 They also seem to be fairly common practices historically and across cultures. 
In societies characterized by high childhood mortality and by a correspondingly high 
(replacement) fertility, cultural practices of infant and child care tend to be organized 
primarily around survival goals. But what this means is a pragmatic recognition that 
not all of one’s children can be expected to live. The nervousness about child survival 
in areas of northeast Brazil, northern India, or Bangladesh, where a 30 percent or 
40 percent mortality rate in the first years of life is common, can lead to forms of 
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delayed attachment and a casual or benign neglect that serves to weed out the worst 
bets so as to enhance the life chances of healthier siblings, including those yet to be 
born. Practices similar to those that I am describing have been recorded for parts of 
Africa, India, and Central America. 

 Life in the Alto do Cruzeiro resembles nothing so much as a battlefield or an 
emergency room in an overcrowded inner-city public hospital. Consequently, morality 
is guided by a kind of “lifeboat ethics,” the morality of triage. The seemingly studied 
indifference toward the suffering of some of their infants, conveyed in such sayings as 
“little critters have no feelings,” is understandable in light of these women’s obligation 
to carry on with their reproductive and nurturing lives. 

 In their slowness to anthropomorphize and personalize their infants, everything 
is mobilized so as to prevent maternal overattachment and, therefore, grief at death. 
The bereaved mother is told not to cry, that her tears will dampen the wings of her lit-
tle angel so that she cannot fly up to her heavenly home. Grief at the death of an angel 
is not only inappropriate, it is a symptom of madness and of a profound lack of faith. 

 Infant death becomes routine in an environment in which death is anticipated 
and bets are hedged. While the routinization of death in the context of shantytown 
life is not hard to understand, and quite possible to empathize with, its routinization 
in the formal institutions of public life in Bom Jesus is not as easy to accept uncriti-
cally. Here the social production of indifference takes on a different, even a malevo-
lent, cast. 

 In a society where triplicates of every form are required for the most banal 
events (registering a car, for example), the registration of infant and child death is 
informal, incomplete, and rapid. It requires no documentation, takes less than five 
minutes, and demands no witnesses other than office clerks. No questions are asked 
concerning the circumstances of the death, and the cause of death is left blank, un-
questioned and unexamined. A neighbor, grandmother, older sibling, or common-law 
husband may register the death. Since most infants die at home, there is no question 
of a medical record. 

 From the registry office, the parent proceeds to the town hall, where the mayor 
will give him or her a voucher for a free baby coffin. The full-time municipal coffin-
maker cannot tell you exactly how many baby coffins are dispatched each week. It 
varies, he says, with the seasons. There are more needed during the drought months 
and during the big festivals of Carnaval and Christmas and São Joao’s Day because 
people are too busy, he supposes, to take their babies to the clinic. Record keeping 
is sloppy. 

 Similarly, there is a failure on the part of city-employed doctors working at two 
free clinics to recognize the malnutrition of babies who are weighed, measured, and 
immunized without comment and as if they were not, in fact, anemic, stunted, fussy, 
and irritated starvation babies. At best the mothers are told to pick up free vitamins 
or a health “tonic” at the municipal chambers. At worst, clinic personnel will give 
tranquilizers and sleeping pills to quiet the hungry cries of “sick-to-death” Alto babies. 

 The church, too, contributes to the routinization of, and indifference toward, 
child death. Traditionally, the local Catholic church taught patience and resignation to 
domestic tragedies that were said to reveal the imponderable workings of God’s will. 
If an infant died suddenly, it was because a particular saint had claimed the child. 
The infant would be an angel in the service of his or her heavenly patron. It would be 
wrong, a sign of a lack of faith, to weep for a child with such good fortune. The infant 
funeral was, in the past, an event celebrated with joy. Today, however, under the new 
regime of “liberation theology,” the bells of N.S. das Dores parish church no longer 
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peal for the death of Alto babies, and no priest accompanies the procession of angels 
to the cemetery where their bodies are disposed of casually and without ceremony. 
Children bury children in Bom Jesus da Mata. In this most Catholic of communities, 
the coffin is handed to the disabled and irritable municipal gravedigger, who often 
chides the children for one reason or another. It may be that the coffin is larger than 
expected and the gravedigger can find no appropriate space. The children do not wait 
for the gravedigger to complete his task. No prayers are recited and no sign of the 
cross made as the tiny coffin goes into its shallow grave. 

 When I asked the local priest, Padre Marcos, about the lack of church ceremony 
surrounding infant and childhood death today in Bom Jesus, he replied: “In the old 
days, child death was richly celebrated. But those were the baroque customs of a con-
servative church that wallowed in death and misery. The new church is a church of 
hope and joy. We no longer celebrate the death of child angels. We try to tell moth-
ers that Jesus doesn’t want all the dead babies they send him.” Similarly, the new 
church has changed its baptismal customs, now often refusing to baptize dying ba-
bies brought to the back door of a church or rectory. The mothers are scolded by the 
church attendants and told to go home and take care of their sick babies. Baptism, 
they are told, is for the living; it is not to be confused with the sacrament of extreme 
unction, which is the anointing of the dying. And so it appears to the women of the 
Alto that even the church has turned away from them, denying the traditional com-
fort of folk Catholicism. 

 The contemporary Catholic church is caught in the clutches of a double bind. 
The new theology of liberation imagines a kingdom of God on earth based on 
justice and equality, a world without hunger, sickness, or childhood mortality. At 
the same time, the church has not changed its official position on sexuality and 
reproduction, including its sanctions against birth control, abortion, and sterili-
zation. The padre of Bom Jesus da Mata recognizes this contradiction intuitively, 
although he shies away from discussions on the topic, saying that he prefers to 
leave questions of family planning to the discretion and the “good consciences” of 
his impoverished parishioners. But this, of course, sidesteps the extent to which 
those good consciences have been shaped by traditional church teachings in Bom 
Jesus, especially by his recent predecessors. Hence, we can begin to see that the 
seeming indifference of Alto mothers toward the death of some of their infants is 
but a pale reflection of the official indifference of church and state to the plight of 
poor women and children. 

 Nonetheless, the women of Bom Jesus are survivors. One woman, Biu, told me 
her life history, returning again and again to the themes of child death, her first hus-
band’s suicide, abandonment by her father and later by her second husband, and all 
the other losses and disappointments she had suffered in her long forty-five years. 
She concluded with great force, reflecting on the days of Carnaval ’88 that were fast 
approaching: 

  No, Dona Nanci, I won’t cry, and I won’t waste my life thinking about it from morning 
to night. . . . Can I argue with God for the state that I’m in? No! And so I’ll dance and I’ll 
jump and I’ll play Carnaval! And yes, I’ll laugh and people will wonder at a  pobre  like me 
who can have such a good time.  

 And no one did blame Biu for dancing in the streets during the four days of 
Carnaval—not even on Ash Wednesday, the day following Carnaval ’88 when we all 
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assembled hurriedly to assist in the burial of Mercea, Biu’s beloved  casula,  her last-
born daughter who had died at home of pneumonia during the festivities. The rest 
of the family barely had time to change out of their costumes. Severino, the child’s 
uncle and godfather, sprinkled holy water over the little angel while he prayed: 
“Mercea, I don’t know whether you were called, taken, or thrown out of this world. 
But look down at us from your heavenly home with tenderness, with pity, and with 
mercy.” So be it. 

  Brief Epilogue 

 Many students write after reading this article asking me whether the situation has 
changed in the Alto do Cruzeiro. Is life better or worse for mothers and newborn ba-
bies? One of the advantages of long-term ethnographic research is seeing history in 
the making. I began my engagements with the people of the Alto in 1964 at the start of 
twenty years of military rule, a ruthless regime that produced deep impoverishment 
among those living in urban  favelas  and in rural areas. The scarcities and insecurities 
of that era contributed to the death of infants and small babies. By the time I com-
pleted my study of mother love and child death in the early 1990s Brazil was well on 
its way to democratization which ushered in many important changes, most notably 
a free, public, national health care system (SUS) which guaranteed poor women ad-
equate pre- and post-natal care. 

 The decade of the 1990s witnessed what population experts call the demographic 
or epidemiologic transition. As both births and infant deaths declined, mothers began 
to treat their infants as potentially capable of survival and the old stance of mater-
nal “watchful waiting” accompanied by “letting go” of infants thought of as having 
no “taste” or “talent” for life, was replaced by a maternal ethos of “holding on” and 
“holding dear” each infant. Today, young women of the Alto can expect to give birth 
to three or fewer babies and to see all of them live to adolescence. Many factors pro-
duced this reproductive transition: the “modernization” of Catholic beliefs about in-
fant death; the under-the-counter availability of Cytotec, a risky “morning after” pill; 
the implementation under the national health care system (Serviço Único de Saúde) 
of local “health agents” who went door to door in poor communities, identifying and 
rescuing vulnerable infants, toddlers, and old people. The primary cause of the de-
cline in infant mortality on the Alto do Cruzeiro, however, was the “simple” installa-
tion of water pipes reaching virtually all the homes in the shantytown with sufficient, 
clean water. Water = life! It is painful to consider how “culture,” “belief,” and even 
“maternal sentiments” follow basic changes in the material conditions—and therefore 
the possibilities—of everyday life. 

 Motherhood is not only a social and a cultural construction, but a constellation 
of embodied practices responding to the requirements and limitations of the political 
and economic conditions that determine the resilience or vulnerability of infants and 
their mothers. Today, new problems have beset the people of the Alto do Cruzeiro. 
Since the publication of “Death without Weeping” drugs and gangs have made their 
ugly mark on the community and death squads have sprung up to impose a kind of 
vigilante justice. These anti-social features of life in “Bom Jesus” take some of the 
pleasure away, as one sees the young men of the Alto who survived that dangerous 
first year of life, felled by bullets and knife wounds at the hands of gang leaders, 
 bandidos , and local police in almost equal measure.   
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      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What did Scheper-Hughes notice about mothers’ reactions during the baby die-
off of 1965 in Bom Jesus, Brazil?   

   2.    How do poor Brazilian mothers react to their infants’ illnesses and death? How 
do other institutions, such as the church, clinic, and civil authorities respond? 
Give examples.   

   3.    How does Scheper-Hughes explain the apparent indifference of mothers to the 
death of their infants?   

   4.    What does the indifference of mothers to the deaths of their children say about 
basic human nature, especially the mother–child bond?      
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 Family and Kinship 
in Village India         
    David W. McCurdy    

   Anyone who reads older ethnographic accounts of different cultures will inevitably run 
across terms such as  clan, lineage, avunculocal, levirate, extended family, polyandry, 
cross-cousin,  and  Crow  terminology. All these terms and many more were created by an-
thropologists to describe categories, groups, social arrangements, and roles associated with 
the complex kinship systems that characterized so many of the groups they studied. The 
importance of kinship for one of these societies, that found in an Indian village, is the topic 
of this article by David McCurdy. He argues that kinship forms the core social groups and 
associations in rural India in a system well adapted to family-centered landholding and 
small-scale farming. He concludes by pointing out that Indians have used their close family 
ties to adapt to life in the emerging cash-labor-oriented modernizing world.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        On a hot afternoon in May, 1962, I sat talking with three Bhil men in the village of Ratakote, 
located in southern Rajasthan, India.  1   We spoke about the results of recent national elections, 

       

 *  This article was written especially for  Conformity and Conflict.  Copyright © 1997 by David W. McCurdy. Reprinted 
by permission. 

 1  Ratakote is a Bhil tribal village located 21 miles southwest of Udaipur, Rajasthan, in the Aravalli hills. I did ethno-
graphic research in the village from 1961 to 1963, and again in 1985, 1991, and 1994 for shorter periods of time. 
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their worry over a cattle disease that was afflicting the village herds, and predictions 
about when the monsoon rains would start. But our longest discussion concerned 
kin—the terms used to refer to them, the responsibilities they had toward one  another, 
and the importance of marrying them off properly. It was toward the end of this con-
versation that one of the men, Kanji, said, “Now sāb (Bhili for sāhīb), you are finally 
asking about a good thing. This is what we want you to tell people about us when you 
go back to America.”  

 As I thought about it later, I was struck by how different this social outlook was 
from mine. I doubt that I or any of my friends in the United States would say some-
thing like this. Americans do have kin. We have parents, although our parents may 
not always live together, and we often know other relatives, some of whom are likely 
to play important parts in our lives. We grow up in families and we often create new 
ones if we have children. But we also live in a social network of other people whom 
we meet at work or encounter in various “outside” social settings, and these people 
can be of equal or even greater importance to us than kin. Our social worlds in-
clude such non-kin structures as companies and other work organizations, schools, 
neighborhoods, churches and other religious groups, and voluntary associations, in-
cluding recreational groups and social clubs. We are not likely to worry much about 
our obligations to relatives with the notable exceptions of our children and grand-
children (middle-class American parents are notoriously child-centered), and more 
grudgingly, our aging parents. We are not supposed to “live off” relatives or lean too 
heavily on them. 

 Not so in Ratakote. Ratakote’s society, like many agrarian villages around the 
world, is kinship-centered. Villagers anchor themselves in their families. They spend 
great energy on creating and maintaining their kinship system. This actually is not so 
surprising. Elaborate kinship systems work well in agrarian societies where families 
tend to be corporate units and where peoples’ social horizons are often limited to the 
distance they can walk in a day. For the same reasons, families in the United States 
were also stronger in the past when more of them owned farms and neighborhood 
businesses. 

 What may come as a surprise, however, is how resilient and strong Indian kin-
ship systems such as Ratakote’s have been in the face of recent economic changes, es-
pecially the growth of wage labor. Let us look more closely at the Bhil kinship system, 
especially at arranged marriage, to illustrate these ideas. 

  Arranging a Marriage 

 If there is anything that my American students have trouble understanding about 
India, it is arranged marriage. They cannot imagine sitting passively by while their 
parents advertise their charms and evaluate emerging nuptial candidates. The 
thought of living—to say nothing of having sex with—a total stranger seems out of 
the question to them. In our country, personal independence takes precedence over 
loyalty to family. 

 Not so in India. There, arranged marriage is the norm, and most young people, 
as well as their elders, accept and support the custom. (They often find it sexually ex-
citing, too.) There are many reasons why this is so, but one stands out for discussion 
here. Marriage constructs alliances between families, lineages, and clans. The result-
ing kinship network is a pivotal structure in Indian society. It confers social strength 
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and security. People’s personal reputations depend on the quality and number of their 
allied kin. There is little question in their minds about who should arrange marriages. 
The decision is too important to leave up to inexperienced and impressionable young 
people. 

 As an aside I should note that young Indians play a greater part in the proc-
ess than they used to. Middle-class boys often visit the families of prospective brides, 
where they manage to briefly “interview” them. They also tap into their kinship net-
work to find out personal information about prospects. Young women also seek out 
information about prospective grooms. Bhils are no exception. They often conspire to 
meet those to whom they have been betrothed, usually at a fair or other public event 
where their contact is likely to go unnoticed. If they don’t like each other, they will 
begin to pressure their parents to back out of the arrangement. 

 The importance of arranging a marriage was brought home to me several times 
during fieldwork in Ratakote, but one instance stands out most clearly. When I arrived 
in the village for a short stay in 1985, Kanji had just concluded marriage arrange-
ments for his daughter, Rupani.  2   What he told me about the process underscored the 
important role kinship plays in the life of the village.  

 Kanji started by saying that he and his wife first discussed Rupani’s marriage 
the previous year when the girl first menstruated. She seemed too young for such a 
union then so they had waited nine months before committing to the marriage proc-
ess. Even then, Rupani was still only 15 years old. Kanji explained that everyone 
preferred early marriage for their children because young people were likely to be-
come sexually active as they grew older and might fall in love and elope, preempting 
the arrangement process altogether. Now they figured that the time had come, and 
they began a series of steps to find a suitable spouse that would eventually involve 
most of their kin. 

 The first step was to consult the members of Kanji’s  lineage.  Lineage is an an-
thropological term, not one used by Bhils. But Bhils share membership in local 
groups of relatives that meet the anthropological definition. Lineages (in this case 
patrilineages) include closely related men who are all descended from a known an-
cestor. Kanji’s lineage consists of his two married brothers, three married sons of his 
deceased father’s brother (his father is also dead), and his own married son when 
the latter is home. All are the descendants of his grandfather who had migrated to 
Ratakote many years earlier. He had talked with all of them informally about the 
possibility of his daughter’s marriage before this. Now he called them together for 
formal approval. 

 The approval of lineage mates is necessary because they are essential to the 
marriage process. Each one of them will help spread the word to other villages that 
Rupani is available for marriage. They will loan money to Kanji for wedding expenses, 
and when it comes time for the wedding ceremony, they will provide much of the la-
bor needed to prepare food and arrange required activities. Each family belonging to 
the lineage will host a special meal for the bride (the groom is similarly entertained in 
his village) during the wedding period, and one or two will help her make offerings to 
their lineal ancestors. The groom will also experience this ritual. 

 The lineage also has functions not directly related to marriage. It has the right 
to redistribute the land of deceased, childless male members, and it provides its 
 members with political support. It sees to memorial feasts for deceased members. Its 

 2  Kanji and Rupani are not real people. Their experiences are a composite of several life histories. 
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members may cooperatively plow and sow fields together and combine their animals 
for herding. 

 With lineage approval in hand, Kanji announced Rupani’s eligibility in other vil-
lages. (Bhils are village exogamous, meaning they prefer to marry spouses from other 
communities.) Kanji and his lineage mates went about this by paying visits to feminal 
relatives in other villages. These are kin of the women, now living in Ratakote, who 
have married into his family. They also include the daughters of his family line who 
have married and gone to live in other villages, along with their husbands and hus-
bands’ kin. 

 Once the word has been spread, news of prospective candidates begins to filter 
in. It may arrive with feminal kin from other villages when they visit Ratakote. Or it 
may come from neighbors who are acting as go-betweens in Ratakote for kin who 
live in other villages and who seek partners for their children. Either way, a process 
of evaluation starts. Does the family of the suggested boy or girl have a good reputa-
tion? Are they hospitable to their in-laws? Do they meet their obligations to others? 
What is the reputation of the boy or girl they are offering in marriage? Is he or she 
tall or short, light or dark, robust or frail, cheerful or complaining, hardworking or 
lazy? What about their level of education? Does the family have sufficient land and 
animals? Have they treated other sons- and daughters-in-law well? 

 The most fundamental question to ask, however, is whether the prospective 
spouse is from the right clan. In anthropology, the term  clan  refers to an aggregate 
of people who all believe they are descended from a common ancestor. In Ratakote 
this group is called an  arak.  Araks are named and the names are used as surnames 
when Bhils identify themselves. Kanji comes from the pargi arak and is thus known 
as Kanji Pargi. There is Lalu Bodar, Naraji Katara, Dita Hiravat, Nathu Airi—all men 
named for one of the 36 araks found in Ratakote. Women also belong to their father’s 
clan, but unlike many American women who adopt their husband’s surname at mar-
riage, they keep their arak name all their lives. 

 Araks are based on a rule of patrilineal descent. This means that their members 
trace ancestry through males only. (Matrilineal descent traces the line through fe-
males only, and bilateral descent, which is found in U.S. society, includes both sexes.) 
Patrilineal descent not only defines arak membership, it governs inheritance. (Sons 
inherit equally from their fathers in Ratakote; daughters do not inherit despite a na-
tional law giving them that right.) It says that the children of divorced parents stay 
with the father’s family. It bolsters the authority of men over their wives and children. 
It supports the rule of patrilocality. It even defines the village view of conception. Men 
plant the “seeds” that grow into children; women provide the fields in which the seeds 
germinate and grow. 

 The arak symbolizes patrilineal descent. It is not an organized group, although 
the members of an arak worship the same mother goddess no matter where they 
live. Instead it is an identity, an indicator that tells people who their lineal blood 
relatives are. There are pargis in hundreds of other Bhil villages. Most are strangers 
to Kanji but if he meets pargis elsewhere, he knows they share a common blood 
heritage with him. 

 It is this sense of common heritage that affects marriage. Bhils, like most Indians, 
believe that clan (arak) mates are close relatives even though they may be strangers. 
Marriage with them is forbidden. To make sure incest is impossible, it is also forbid-
den to marry anyone from your mother’s arak or your father’s mother’s arak, to say 
nothing of anyone else you know you are related to. 
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 This point was driven home to me on another occasion when a neighbor of 
Kanji’s, Kamalaji Kharadi, who was sitting smoking with several other men, asked me 
which arak I belonged to. Instead of letting it go at “McCurdy,” I said that I didn’t have 
an arak. I explained that Americans didn’t have a kinship group similar to this, and 
that was why I had to ask questions about kinship. 

 My listeners didn’t believe me. After all, I must have a father and you get your 
arak automatically from him. It is a matter of birth and all people are born. They 
looked at each other as if to say, “We wonder why he won’t tell us what his arak is?”, 
then tried again to get me to answer. My second denial led them to ask, “OK, then 
what is your wife’s arak?” (If you can’t get at it one way, then try another.) I answered 
that she didn’t have an arak either. This caused a mild sensation. “Then how do you 
know if you have not married your own relative?”, they asked, secretly, I think, de-
lighted by the scandalous prospect. 

 The third step that occurred during the arrangement of Rupani’s marriage came 
after the family had settled on a prospective groom. This step is the betrothal, and it 
took place when the groom’s father and some of his lineage mates and neighbors paid 
a formal visit to Kanji’s house. When they arrive, Kanji must offer his guests a for-
mal meal, usually slaughtering a goat and distilling some liquor for the occasion. The 
bride, her face covered by her sari, will be brought out for a brief viewing, as well. But 
most of the time will be spent making arrangements—when will the actual wedding 
take place?; who will check the couple’s horoscopes for fit?; how much will the bride 
price (also called bride wealth by many anthropologists) be? 

 Bride price ( dapa ) deserves special comment. It is usually a standard sum of 
money (about 700 rupees in 1985), although it may also include silver ornaments or 
other valuables. The dapa is given by the groom’s father and his line to the parents of 
the bride. Bhils view this exchange as a compensation for the loss of the bride’s serv-
ices to her family. It also pays for a shift in her loyalty. 

 The exchange points up an important strain on families in patrilineal societies, 
the transfer of a woman from her natal family and line to those of her husband. This 
transfer includes not only her person, but her loyalty, labor, and children. Although she 
always will belong to her father’s arak, she is now part of her husband’s family, not his. 

 This problem is especially troublesome in India because of the close ties formed 
there by a girl and her parents. Parents know their daughter will leave when she marries, 
and they know that in her husband’s house and village, she will be at a disadvantage. She 
will be alone, and out of respect for his parents her husband may not favor her wishes, 
at least in public. Because of this, they tend to give her extra freedom and support. In 
addition, they recognize the strain she will be under when she first goes to live with her 
new husband and his family. To ease her transition, they permit her to visit her parents 
frequently for a year or two. They also may try to marry her into a village where other 
women from Ratakote have married, so that she has some kin or at least supporters. 

 After her marriage, a woman’s parents and especially her brothers find it hard 
not to care about her welfare. Their potential interest presents a built-in structural 
conflict that could strain relations between the two families if nothing were done 
about it. 

 A solution to this problem is to make the marriage into an exchange, and bride 
price is one result. Bride price also helps to dramatize the change in loyalty and obli-
gation accompanying the bride’s entrance into her new family. 

 Bhils have also devised a number of wedding rituals to dramatize the bride’s 
shift in family membership. The bride must cry to symbolize that she is leaving her 
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home. The groom ritually storms the bride’s house at the beginning of the final cer-
emony. He does so like a conquering hero, drawing his sword to strike a ceremonial 
arch placed over the entrance while simultaneously stepping on a small fire (he wears 
a slipper to protect his foot), ritually violating the household’s sacred hearth. At the 
end of the wedding, the groom, with some friends, engages in a mock battle with the 
bride’s brothers and other young men, and symbolically abducts her. The meaning of 
this ritual is a dramatic equivalent of a father “giving away the bride” at American 
weddings. 

 One additional way of managing possible tension between in-laws is the applica-
tion of respect behavior. The parents of the bride must always treat those of the groom 
and their relatives with respect. They must not joke in their presence, and they must 
use respectful language and defer to the groom’s parents in normal conversation. In 
keeping with the strong patrilineal system, a groom may not accept important gifts 
from his wife’s family except on ritual occasions, such as weddings, when exchange is 
expected. A groom may help support his own father, but he should not do so with his 
in-laws. That is up to their sons. 

 Bride price exchange also sets in motion a life-long process of mutual hospital-
ity between the two families. Once the marriage has taken place, the families will 
become part of each other’s feminal kin. They will exchange gifts on some ritual occa-
sions, open their houses to each other, and, of course, help one another make future 
marriages.  

  The Future of Indian Kinship 

 On our last trip to India in 1994, my wife and I learned that Rupani had delivered 
three children since her wedding. Kanji had visited them a few months before we ar-
rived, and he said that Rupani was happy and that he had wonderful grandchildren. 
But he also mentioned that her husband now spent most of his time in the nearby city 
of Udaipur working in construction there. He sent money home, but his absence left 
Rupani to run the house and raise the children by herself, although she did so with 
the assistance of his parents and lineage mates. 

 Rupani’s case is not unusual. Every morning 70 or 80 men board one of the 20 
or so busses that travel the road, now paved, that runs through Ratakote to the city. 
There they wait to be recruited by contractors for day labor at a low wage. If they are 
successful, gain special skills, or make good connections, they may get more perma-
nent, better-paying jobs and live for weeks at a time in the city. 

 The reason they have to take this kind of work is simple. Ratakote has more than 
doubled in population since 1962. (The village had a population of 1,184 in 1963. By 
1994 an estimate put the number at about 2,600.) There is not enough land for eve-
ryone to farm nor can the land produce enough to feed the growing population, even 
in abundant years. Work in the city is the answer, especially for householders whose 
land is not irrigated like Kanji’s. 

 Cash labor has a potential to break down the kinship system that Bhils value 
so highly. It frees men and women from economic dependence on the family (since 
they make their own money working for someone else). It takes up time, too, making 
it difficult for them to attend the leisurely eleven-day weddings of relatives or meet 
other obligations to kin that require their presence. With cash labor, one’s reputation 
is likely to hinge less on family than on work. For some, work means moving the fam-
ily altogether. Devaji Katara, one of Kanji’s neighbors, has a son who has moved with 
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his wife and children to the Central Indian city of Indore. He has a good factory job 
there, and the move has kept them together. By doing so, however, he and they are 
largely removed from the kinship loop. 

 Despite these structural changes, kinship in Ratakote and for India as a whole 
remains exceptionally strong. Even though they may live farther away, Bhil sons and 
daughters still visit their families regularly. They send money home, and they try to at-
tend weddings. They talk about their kin, too, and surprisingly, they continue the long 
process of arranging marriage for their children. 

 Perhaps one reason for kinship’s vitality is the use to which kinship is put by 
many Indians. The people of Ratakote and other Indians have never given up teach-
ing their children to respect their elders and subordinate their interests to those of 
the family. Family loyalty is still a paramount value. They use this loyalty to help each 
other economically. Family members hire each other in business. They take one an-
other in during hard times. They offer hospitality to each other. Unlike Americans 
who feel guilty about accepting one-sided help from relatives, Indians look to the fu-
ture. Giving aid now may pay off with a job or a favor later. Even if it doesn’t, it is the 
proper thing to do. 

 Instead of breaking up the kinship network, work that takes men and families 
away from the village has simply stretched it out. An Indian student I know has found 
relatives in every American city he has visited. He knows of kin in Europe and south-
east Asia too. Anywhere he goes he is likely to have relatives to stay with and to help 
him. When he settles down he will be expected to return the favor. Another Indian 
acquaintance, who went to graduate school in the United States and who continues to 
work here, has sent his father thousands of dollars to help with the building of a house. 
This act, which would surprise many Americans, seems perfectly normal to him. 

 Kanji is not disturbed by the economic changes that are overtaking the quiet ag-
ricultural pace of Ratakote. I last left him standing in front of his house with a grand-
son in his arms. His son, who had left the village in 1982 to be a “wiper” on a truck, 
returned to run the farm. He will be able to meet the family’s obligation to lineage and 
feminal kin. For Kanji, traditional rules of inheritance have pulled a son and, for the 
moment at least, a grandson, back into the bosom of the family where they belong.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What are the main ways that kinship organizes Bhil society in Ratakote, accord-
ing to McCurdy?   

   2.    What is meant by the terms  clan, lineage, family, patrilineal descent, patrilocal 
residence, alliance,  and  feminal kin group?  Give examples of each.   

   3.    Why do Bhil parents feel that marriage is too important a matter to be left up to 
their children?   

   4.    What attributes do Bhil parents look for in a prospective bride or groom? How 
do young people try to influence the marriage partner their parents choose for 
them?   

   5.    Although the U.S. kinship system seems limited by comparison to India’s, many 
argue that it is more important than most of us think. Can you think of ways this 
might be true?      
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 Polyandry: When Brothers 
Take a Wife         
    Melvyn C. Goldstein    

   Many of the world’s societies permit polygamy, the marriage of an individual to more than 
one spouse. The most common form of polygamy is polygyny, an arrangement in which 
a man marries more than one wife. Polygyny may exist for many reasons, not the least of 
which is its relationship to the substantial economic contributions of women. But there is 
a second kind of polygamy called polyandry, organized around the marriage of a woman 
to more than one husband, and its causes may seem less clear. In this article, Melvyn 
Goldstein describes the fraternal polyandry practiced by Tibetans living in Northern Nepal 
and seeks to explain why, despite having a choice of marriage forms including monogamy 
and polygyny, men and women often choose this rare form of marriage. He argues that, by 
marrying a single wife, a group of brothers can more easily preserve their family resources, 
whereas monogamous or polygynous marriage usually costs a man his inheritance and re-
quires him to make a fresh start.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        Eager to reach home. Dorje drives his yaks hard over the seventeen-thousand-foot moun-
tain pass, stopping only once to rest. He and his two older brothers, Pema and Sonam, are 

           

 *  From Melvyn C. Goldstein, “When a Brother Takes a Wife,”  Natural History,  March 1987. Reprinted from  Natural 
History  March 1987; copyright © Natural History Magazine, Inc., 1987. 
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jointly marrying a woman from the next village in a few weeks, and he has to help 
with the preparations. 

 Dorje, Pema, and Sonam are Tibetans living in Limi, a two-hundred-square-mile 
area in the northwest corner of Nepal, across the border from Tibet. The form of mar-
riage they are about to enter—fraternal polyandry in anthropological parlance—is 
one of the world’s rarest forms of marriage but is not uncommon in Tibetan society, 
where it has been practiced from time immemorial. For many Tibetan social strata, it 
traditionally represented the ideal form of marriage and family. 

 The mechanics of fraternal polyandry are simple. Two, three, four, or more broth-
ers jointly take a wife, who leaves her home to come and live with them. Traditionally, 
marriage was arranged by parents, with children, particularly females, having little 
or no say. This is changing somewhat nowadays, but it is still unusual for children 
to marry without their parents’ consent. Marriage ceremonies vary by income and 
region and range from all the brothers sitting together as grooms to only the eldest 
one formally doing so. The age of the brothers plays an important role in determin-
ing this: very young brothers almost never participate in actual marriage ceremonies, 
although they typically join the marriage when they reach their midteens. 

 The eldest brother is normally dominant in terms of authority, that is, in manag-
ing the household, but all the brothers share the work and participate as sexual part-
ners. Tibetan males and females do not find the sexual aspect of sharing a spouse the 
least bit unusual, repulsive, or scandalous, and the norm is for the wife to treat all the 
brothers the same. 

 Offspring are treated similarly. There is no attempt to link children biologically 
to particular brothers, and a brother shows no favoritism toward his child even if he 
knows he is the real father because, for example, his other brothers were away at the 
time the wife became pregnant. The children, in turn, consider all of the brothers as 
their fathers and treat them equally, even if they also know who is their real father. 
In some regions children use the term “father” for the eldest brother and “father’s 
brother” for the others, while in other areas they call all the brothers by one term, 
modifying this by the use of “elder” and “younger.” 

 Unlike our own society, where monogamy is the only form of marriage permit-
ted, Tibetan society allows a variety of marriage types, including monogamy, fraternal 
polyandry, and polygyny. Fraternal polyandry and monogamy are the most common 
forms of marriage, while polygyny typically occurs in cases where the first wife is bar-
ren. The widespread practice of fraternal polyandry, therefore, is not the outcome of a 
law requiring brothers to marry jointly. There is choice, and in fact, divorce tradition-
ally was relatively simple in Tibetan society. If a brother in a polyandrous marriage 
became dissatisfied and wanted to separate, he simply left the main house and set up 
his own household. In such cases, all the children stayed in the main household with 
the remaining brother(s), even if the departing brother was known to be the real fa-
ther of one or more of the children. 

 The Tibetans’ own explanation for choosing fraternal polyandry is materialis-
tic. For example, when I asked Dorje why he decided to marry with his two brothers 
rather than take his own wife, he thought for a moment, then said it prevented the 
division of his family’s farm (and animals) and thus facilitated all of them achieving 
a higher standard of living. And when I later asked Dorje’s bride whether it wasn’t 
difficult for her to cope with three brothers as husbands, she laughed and echoed the 
rationale of avoiding fragmentation of the family and land, adding that she expected 
to be better off economically, since she would have three husbands working for her 
and her children. 
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 Exotic as it may seem to Westerners, Tibetan fraternal polyandry is thus in many 
ways analogous to the way primogeniture functioned in nineteenth-century England. 
Primogeniture dictated that the eldest son inherited the family estate, while younger 
sons had to leave home and seek their own employment—for example, in the military 
or the clergy. Primogeniture maintained family estates intact over generations by per-
mitting only one heir per generation. Fraternal polyandry also accomplishes this but 
does so by keeping all the brothers together with just one wife so that there is only 
one  set  of heirs per generation. 

 While Tibetans believe that in this way fraternal polyandry reduces the risk of 
family fission, monogamous marriages among brothers need not necessarily precipi-
tate the division of the family estate: brothers could continue to live together, and the 
family land could continue to be worked jointly. When I asked Tibetans about this, 
however, they invariably responded that such joint families are unstable because each 
wife is primarily oriented to her own children and interested in their success and 
well-being over that of the children of the other wives. For example, if the youngest 
brother’s wife had three sons while the eldest brother’s wife had only one daughter, 
the wife of the youngest brother might begin to demand more resources for her chil-
dren since, as males, they represent the future of the family. Thus the children from 
different wives in the same generation are competing sets of heirs, and this makes 
such families inherently unstable. Tibetans perceive that conflict will spread from the 
wives to their husbands and consider this likely to cause family fission. Consequently, 
it is almost never done. 

 Although Tibetans see an economic advantage to fraternal polyandry, they do 
not value the sharing of a wife as an end in itself. On the contrary, they articulate 
a number of problems inherent in the practice. For example, because authority is 
customarily exercised by the eldest brother, his younger male siblings have to subor-
dinate themselves with little hope of changing their status within the family. When 
these younger brothers are aggressive and individualistic, tensions and difficulties of-
ten occur despite there being only one set of heirs. 

 In addition, tension and conflict may arise in polyandrous families because of 
sexual favoritism. The bride normally sleeps with the eldest brother, and the two have 
the responsibility to see to it that the other males have opportunities for sexual ac-
cess. Since the Tibetan subsistence economy requires males to travel a lot, the tempo-
rary absence of one or more brothers facilitates this, but there are also other rotation 
practices. The cultural ideal unambiguously calls for the wife to show equal affection 
and sexuality to each of the brothers (and vice versa), but deviations from this ideal 
occur, especially when there is a sizable difference in age between the partners in the 
marriage. 

 Dorje’s family represents just such a potential situation. He is fifteen years old 
and his two older brothers are twenty-five and twenty-two years old. The new bride 
is twenty-three years old, eight years Dorje’s senior. Sometimes such a bride finds 
the youngest husband immature and adolescent and does not treat him with equal 
affection; alternatively, she may find his youth attractive and lavish special attention 
on him. Apart from that consideration, when a younger male like Dorje grows up, 
he may consider his wife “ancient” and prefer the company of a woman his own age 
or younger. Consequently, although men and women do not find the idea of shar-
ing a bride or a bridegroom repulsive, individual likes and dislikes can cause familial 
discord. 

 Two reasons have commonly been offered for the perpetuation of fraternal poly-
andry in Tibet: that Tibetans practice female infanticide and therefore have to marry 
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polyandrously, owing to a shortage of females; and that Tibet, lying at extremely high 
altitudes, is so barren and bleak that Tibetans would starve without resort to this 
mechanism. A Jesuit who lived in Tibet during the eighteenth century articulated this 
second view: “One reason for this most odious custom is the sterility of the soil, and 
the small amount of land that can be cultivated owing to the lack of water. The crops 
may suffice if the brothers all live together, but if they form separate families they 
would be reduced to beggary.” 

 Both explanations are wrong, however. Not only has there never been institu-
tionalized female infanticide in Tibet, but Tibetan society gives females considerable 
rights, including inheriting the family estate in the absence of brothers. In such cases, 
the woman takes a bridegroom who comes to live in her family and adopts her fam-
ily’s name and identity. Moreover, there is no demographic evidence of a shortage 
of females. In Limi, for example, there were (in 1974) sixty females and fifty-three 
males in the fifteen- to thirty-five-year age category, and many adult females were 
unmarried. 

 The second reason is incorrect because the climate in Tibet is extremely harsh, 
and ecological factors do play a major role in perpetuating polyandry, but polyandry 
is not a means of preventing starvation. It is characteristic, not of the poorest seg-
ments of the society, but rather of the peasant landowning families. 

 In the old society, the landless poor could not realistically aspire to prosperity, 
but they did not fear starvation. There was a persistent labor shortage throughout 
Tibet, and very poor families with little or no land and few animals could subsist 
through agricultural labor, tenant farming, craft occupations such as carpentry, or by 
working as servants. Although the per-person family income could increase somewhat 
if brothers married polyandrously and pooled their wages, in the absence of inherit-
able land, the advantage of fraternal polyandry was not generally sufficient to pre-
vent them from setting up their own households. A more skilled or energetic younger 
brother could do as well or better alone, since he would completely control his in-
come and would not have to share it with his siblings. Consequently, while there was 
and is some polyandry among the poor, it is much less frequent and more prone to 
result in divorce and family fission. 

 An alternative reason for the persistence of fraternal polyandry is that it reduces 
population growth (and thereby reduces the pressure on resources) by relegating 
some females to lifetime spinsterhood (see  Figure   1   ). Fraternal polyandrous mar-
riages in Limi (in 1974) averaged 2.35 men per woman, and not surprisingly, 31 per-
cent of the females of child-bearing age (twenty to forty-nine) were unmarried. These 
spinsters either continued to live at home, set up their own households, or worked as 
servants for other families. They could also become Buddhist nuns. Being unmarried 
is not synonymous with exclusion from the reproductive pool. Discreet extramarital 
relationships are tolerated, and actually half of the adult unmarried women in Limi 
had one or more children. They raised these children as single mothers, working for 
wages or weaving cloth and blankets for sale. As a group, however, the unmarried 
women had far fewer offspring than the married women, averaging only 0.7 children 
per woman, compared with 3.3 for married women, whether polyandrous, monog-
amous, or polygynous. When polyandry helps regulate population, this function of 
polyandry is not consciously perceived by Tibetans and is not the reason they consist-
ently choose it.  

 If neither a shortage of females nor the fear of starvation perpetuates fraternal 
polyandry, what motivates brothers, particularly younger brothers, to opt for this sys-
tem of marriage? From the perspective of the younger brother in a landholding family, 



176 P A R T  F I V E   Kinship and Family

the main incentive is the attainment or maintenance of the good life. With polyandry, 
he can expect a more secure and higher standard of living, with access not only to 
his family’s land and animals but also to its inherited collection of clothes, jewelry, 
rugs, saddles, and horses. In addition, he will experience less work pressure and much 
greater security because all responsibility does not fall on one “father.” For Tibetan 
brothers, the question is whether to trade off the greater personal freedom inherent in 
monogamy for the real or potential economic security, affluence, and social prestige 
associated with life in a larger, labor-rich polyandrous family. 

 A brother thinking of separating from his polyandrous marriage and taking his 
own wife would face various disadvantages. Although in the majority of Tibetan re-
gions all brothers theoretically have rights to their family’s estate, in reality Tibetans 
are reluctant to divide their land into small fragments. Generally, a younger brother 

 FIGURE 1   Family Planning in Tibet      
  An economic rationale for fraternal polyandry is outlined in the diagram above, 
which emphasizes only the male offspring in each generation. If every wife is 
assumed to bear three sons, a family splitting up into monogamous households 
would rapidly multiply and fragment the family land. In this case, a rule of inher-
itance, such as primogeniture, could retain the family land intact, but only at the 
cost of creating many landless male offspring. In contrast, the family practicing 
fraternal polyandry maintains a steady ratio of persons to land.   

Monogamy

Brothers take their wives and divide
their inherited land.

Polyandry

Generation
1

Generation
2

Generation
3

Brothers share a wife and work
their inherited land together.

3 brothers take 1 wife. She bears 3 sons.3 brothers take 3 wives. Each bears 3 sons.

3 sons take 1 wife. She bears 3 sons.9 sons take 9 wives. Each bears 3 sons.

3 grandsons take 1 wife.27 grandsons take 27 wives.
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who insists on leaving the family will receive only a small plot of land, if that. Because 
of its power and wealth, the rest of the family usually can block any attempt of the 
younger brother to increase his share of land through litigation. Moreover, a younger 
brother may not even get a house and cannot expect to receive much above the mini-
mum in terms of movable possessions, such as furniture, pots, and pans. Thus a 
brother contemplating going it on his own must plan on achieving economic security 
and the good life not through inheritance but through his own work. 

 The obvious solution for younger brothers—creating new fields from virgin 
land—is generally not a feasible option. Most Tibetan populations live at high al-
titudes (above 12,000 feet), where arable land is extremely scarce. For example, in 
Dorje’s village, agriculture ranges only from about 12,900 feet, the lowest point in the 
area, to 13,300 feet. Above that altitude, early frost and snow destroy the staple barley 
crop. Furthermore, because of the low rainfall caused by the Himalayan rain shadow, 
many areas in Tibet and northern Nepal that are within the appropriate altitude range 
for agriculture have no reliable sources of irrigation. In the end, although there is 
plenty of unused land in such areas, most of it is either too high or too arid. 

 Even where unused land capable of being farmed exists, clearing the land and 
building the substantial terraces necessary for irrigation constitute a great under-
taking. Each plot has to be completely dug out to a depth of two to two and a half 
feet so that the large rocks and boulders can be removed. At best, a man might be 
able to bring a few new fields under cultivation in the first years after separating 
from his brothers, but he could not expect to acquire substantial amounts of arable 
land this way. 

 In addition, because of the limited farmland, the Tibetan subsistence economy 
characteristically includes a strong emphasis on animal husbandry. Tibetan farmers 
regularly maintain cattle, yaks, goats, and sheep, grazing them in the areas too high 
for agriculture. These herds produce wool, milk, cheese, butter, meat, and skins. To 
obtain these resources, however, shepherds must accompany the animals on a daily 
basis. When first setting up a monogamous household, a younger brother like Dorje 
would find it difficult to both farm and manage animals. 

 In traditional Tibetan society, there was an even more critical factor that op-
erated to perpetuate fraternal polyandry—a form of hereditary servitude somewhat 
analogous to serfdom in Europe. Peasants were tied to large estates held by aristo-
crats, monasteries, and the Lhasa government. They were allowed the use of some 
farmland to produce their own subsistence but were required to provide taxes in kind 
and corvée (free labor) to their lords. The corvée was a substantial hardship, since a 
peasant household was in many cases required to furnish the lord with one laborer 
daily for most of the year and more on specific occasions such as the harvest. This 
enforced labor, along with the lack of new land and the ecological pressure to pursue 
both agriculture and animal husbandry, made polyandrous families particularly ben-
eficial. The polyandrous family allowed an internal division of adult labor, maximiz-
ing economic advantage. For example, while the wife worked the family fields, one 
brother could perform the lord’s corvée, another could look after the animals, and a 
third could engage in trade. 

 Although social scientists often discount other people’s explanations of why they 
do things, in the case of Tibetan fraternal polyandry, such explanations are very close 
to the truth. The custom, however, is very sensitive to changes in its political and eco-
nomic milieu and, not surprisingly, is in decline in most Tibetan areas. Made less im-
portant by the elimination of the traditional serf-based economy, it is disparaged by 
the dominant non-Tibetan leaders of India, China, and Nepal. New opportunities for 
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economic and social mobility in these countries, such as the tourist trade and govern-
ment employment, are also eroding the rationale for polyandry, and so it may vanish 
within the next generation.  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What is fraternal polyandry, and how does this form of marriage manage poten-
tial conflict over sex, children, and inheritance?   

   2.    Why do many Tibetans choose polyandry over monogamous or polygynous 
marriage?   

   3.    According to Tibetans, what are some of the disadvantages of polyandry?   

   4.    What is wrong with the theory that Tibetan polyandry is caused either by a short-
age of women due to infanticide or is a way to prevent famine by limiting popu-
lation and land pressure?   

   5.    Why might Tibetan polyandry disappear under modern conditions?      
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  20  
 Uterine Families 
and the Women’s 
Community         
    Margery Wolf    

   The size and organization of extended families vary from one society to the next, but ex-
tended families often share some important attributes. They are most often based on a rule 
of patrilineal descent. For men, the patrilineal family extends in an unbroken line of ances-
tors and descendants. Membership is permanent; loyalty assured. For women, the patrilin-
eal family is temporary. Born into one family and married into another, women discover 
that their happiness and interests depend on bearing children to create their own uterine 
family. This and the importance of a local women’s group are the subjects of this article by 
Margery Wolf in her discussion of Taiwanese family life.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        Few women in China experience the continuity that is typical of the lives of the menfolk. 
A woman can and, if she is ever to have any economic security, must provide the links in the 

           

 *  From Margery Wolf,  Women and the Family in Rural Taiwan.  Copyright © 1972 by the Board of Trustees of the Leland 
Stanford Junior University. All rights reserved. Used with the permission of Stanford University Press, www.sup.org. 
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male chain of descent, but she will never appear in anyone’s genealogy as that all- 
important name connecting the past to the future. If she dies before she is married, 
her tablet will not appear on her father’s altar; although she was a temporary member 
of his household, she was not a member of his family. A man is born into his family 
and remains a member of it throughout his life and even after his death. He is identi-
fied with the family from birth, and every action concerning him, up to and including 
his death, is in the context of that group. Whatever other uncertainties may trouble 
his life, his place in the line of ancestors provides a permanent setting. There is no 
such secure setting for a woman. She will abruptly leave the household into which she 
is born, either as an infant or as an adult bride, and enter another whose members 
treat her with suspicion or even hostility. 

 A man defines his family as a large group that includes the dead, and not-yet-
born, and the living members of his household. But how does a woman define her 
family? This is not a question that China specialists often consider, but from their 
treatment of the family in general, it would seem that a woman’s family is identi-
cal with that of the senior male in the household in which she lives. Although I have 
never asked, I imagine a Taiwanese man would define a woman’s family in very much 
those same terms. Women, I think, would give quite a different answer. They do not 
have an unchanging place, assigned at birth, in any group, and their view of the fam-
ily reflects this. 

 When she is a child, a woman’s family is defined for her by her mother and to 
some extent by her grandmother. No matter how fond of his daughter the father may 
be, she is only a temporary member of his household and useless to his family—he 
cannot even marry her to one of his sons as he could an adopted daughter. Her irrel-
evance to her father’s family in turn affects the daughter’s attitude toward it. It is of 
no particular interest to her, and the need to maintain its continuity has little meaning 
for her beyond the fact that this continuity matters a great deal to some of the people 
she loves. As a child she probably accepts to some degree her grandmother’s orienta-
tion toward the family: the household, that is, those people who live together and eat 
together, including perhaps one or more of her father’s married brothers and their 
children. But the group that has the most meaning for her and with which she will 
have the most lasting ties is the smaller, more cohesive unit centering on her mother, 
that is, the uterine family—her mother and her mother’s children. Father is important 
to the group, just as grandmother is important to some of the children, but he is not 
quite a member of it, and for some uterine families he may even be “the enemy.” As 
the girl grows up and her grandmother dies and a brother or two marries, she discov-
ers that her mother’s definition of the family is becoming less exclusive and may even 
include such outsiders as her brother’s new wife. Without knowing precisely when it 
happened, she finds that her brother’s interests and goals have shifted in a direction 
she cannot follow. Her mother does not push her aside, but when the mother speaks 
of the future, she speaks in terms of her son’s future. Although the mother sees her 
uterine family as adding new members and another generation, her daughter sees it 
as dissolving, leaving her with strong particular relationships, but with no group to 
which she has permanent loyalties and obligations. 

 When a young woman marries, her formal ties with the household of her father 
are severed. In one of the rituals of the wedding ceremony the bride’s father or broth-
ers symbolically inform her by means of spilt water that she, like the water, may never 
return, and when her wedding sedan chair passes over the threshold of her father’s 
house, the doors are slammed shut behind her. If she is ill-treated by her husband’s 
family, her father’s family may intervene, but unless her parents are willing to bring 
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her home and support her for the rest of her life (and most parents are not), there is 
little they can do beyond shaming the other family. This is usually enough. 

 As long as her mother is alive, the daughter will continue her contacts with her 
father’s household by as many visits as her new situation allows. If she lives nearby 
she may visit every few days, and no matter where she lives she must at least be al-
lowed to return at New Year. After her mother dies her visits may become perfunc-
tory, but her relations with at least one member of her uterine family, the group that 
centered on her mother, remain strong. Her brother plays an important ritual role 
throughout her life. She may gradually lose contact with her sisters as she and they 
become more involved with their own children, but her relations with her brother 
continue. When her sons marry, he is the guest of honor at the wedding feasts, and 
when her daughters marry he must give a small banquet in their honor. If her sons 
wish to divide their father’s estate, it is their mother’s brother who is called on to su-
pervise. And when she dies, the coffin cannot be closed until her brother determines 
to his own satisfaction that she died a natural death and that her husband’s family did 
everything possible to prevent it. 

 With the ritual slam of her father’s door on her wedding day, a young woman 
finds herself quite literally without a family. She enters the household of her 
husband—a man who in an earlier time, say fifty years ago, she would never have met 
and who even today, in modern rural Taiwan, she is unlikely to know very well. She 
is an outsider, and for Chinese an outsider is always an object of deep suspicion. Her 
husband and her father-in-law do not see her as a member of their family. But they 
do see her as essential to it; they have gone to great expense to bring her into their 
household for the purpose of bearing a new generation for their family. Her mother-
in-law, who was mainly responsible for negotiating the terms of her entry, may harbor 
some resentment over the hard bargaining, but she is nonetheless eager to see an-
other generation added to  her  uterine family. A mother-in-law often has the same 
kind of ambivalence toward her daughter-in-law as she has toward her husband—the 
younger woman seems a member of her family at times and merely a member of 
the household at others. The new bride may find that her husband’s sister is hostile or 
at best condescending, both attitudes reflecting the daughter’s distress at an outsider 
who seems to be making her way right into the heart of the family. 

 Chinese children are taught by proverb, by example, and by experience that the 
family is the source of their security, and relatives the only people who can be de-
pended on. Ostracism from the family is one of the harshest sanctions that can be 
imposed on erring youth. One of the reasons mainlanders as individuals are consid-
ered so untrustworthy on Taiwan is the fact that they are not subject to the controls of 
(and therefore have no fear of ostracism from) their families. If a timid new bride is 
considered an object of suspicion and potentially dangerous because she is a stranger, 
think how uneasy her own first few months must be surrounded by strangers. Her 
irrelevance to her father’s family may result in her having little reverence for descent 
lines, but she has warm memories of the security of the family her mother created. If 
she is ever to return to this certainty and sense of belonging, a woman must create her 
own uterine family by bearing children, a goal that happily corresponds to the goals 
of the family into which she has married. She may gradually create a tolerable niche 
for herself in the household of her mother-in-law, but her family will not be formed 
until she herself forms it of her own children and grandchildren. In most cases, by the 
time she adds grandchildren, the uterine family and the household will almost com-
pletely overlap, and there will be another daughter-in-law struggling with loneliness 
and beginning a new uterine family. 
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 The ambiguity of a man’s position in relation to the uterine families accounts for 
much of the hostility between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. There is no ques-
tion in the mind of the older woman but that her son is her family. The daughter-in-
law might be content with this situation once her sons are old enough to represent 
her interests in the household and in areas strictly under men’s control, but until then, 
she is dependent on her husband. If she were to be completely absorbed into her 
mother-in-law’s family—a rare occurrence unless she is a  simpua —there would be lit-
tle or no conflict; but under most circumstances she must rely on her husband, her 
mother-in-law’s son, as her spokesman, and here is where the trouble begins. Since 
it is usually events within the household that she wishes to affect, and the household 
more or less overlaps with her mother-in-law’s uterine family, even a minor foray by 
the younger woman suggests to the older one an all-out attack on everything she has 
worked so hard to build in the years of her own loneliness and insecurity. The birth 
of grandchildren further complicates their relations, for the one sees them as new 
members for her family and the other as desperately needed recruits to her own small 
circle of security. 

 In summary, my thesis contends . . . that because we have heretofore focused 
on men when examining the Chinese family—a reasonable approach to a patrilineal 
system—we have missed not only some of the system’s subtleties but also its near-fatal 
weaknesses. With a male focus we see the Chinese family as a line of descent, bulg-
ing to encompass all the members of a man’s household and spreading out through 
his descendants. With a female focus, however, we see the Chinese family not as a 
continuous line stretching between the vague horizons of past and future, but as a 
contemporary group that comes into existence out of one woman’s need and is held 
together insofar as she has the strength to do so, or, for that matter, the need to do so. 
After her death the uterine family survives only in the mind of her son and is symbol-
ized by the special attention he gives her earthly remains and her ancestral tablet. The 
rites themselves are demanded by the ideology of the patriliny, but the meaning they 
hold for most sons is formed in the uterine family. The uterine family has no ideology, 
no formal structure, and no public existence. It is built out of sentiments and loyalties 
that die with its members, but it is no less real for all that. The descent lines of men 
are born and nourished in the uterine families of women, and it is here that a male 
ideology that excludes women makes its accommodations with reality. 

 Women in rural Taiwan do not live their lives in the walled courtyards of their 
husband’s households. If they did, they might be as powerless as their stereotype. It is 
in their relations in the outside world (and for women in rural Taiwan that world con-
sists almost entirely of the village) that women develop sufficient backing to maintain 
some independence under their powerful mothers-in-law and even occasionally to 
bring the men’s world to terms. A successful venture into the men’s world is no small 
feat when one recalls that the men of a village were born there and are often related 
to one another, whereas the women are unlikely to have either the ties of childhood or 
the ties of kinship to unite them. All the same, the needs, shared interests, and com-
mon problems of women are reflected in every village in a loosely knit society that can 
when needed be called on to exercise considerable influence. 

 Women carry on as many of their activities as possible outside the house. They 
wash clothes on the riverbank, clean and pare vegetables at a communal pump, mend 
under a tree that is a known meetingplace, and stop to rest on a bench or group of 
stones with other women. There is a continual moving back and forth between kitch-
ens, and conversations are carried on from open doorways through the long, hot af-
ternoons of summer. The shy young girl who enters the village as a bride is examined 
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as frankly and suspiciously by the women as an animal that is up for sale. If she is 
deferential to her elders, does not criticize or compare her new world unfavorably 
with the one she has left, the older residents will gradually accept her presence on the 
edge of their conversations and stop changing the topic to general subjects when she 
brings the family laundry to scrub on the rocks near them. As the young bride meets 
other girls in her position, she makes allies for the future, but she must also develop 
relationships with the older women. She learns to use considerable discretion in mak-
ing and receiving confidences, for a girl who gossips freely about the affairs of her 
husband’s household may find herself labeled a troublemaker. On the other hand, a 
girl who is too reticent may find herself always on the outside of the group, or worse 
yet, accused of snobbery. I described in  The House of Lim  the plight of Lim Chui-ieng, 
who had little village backing in her troubles with her husband and his family as the 
result of her arrogance toward the women’s community. In Peihotien the young wife 
of the storekeeper’s son suffered a similar lack of support. Warned by her husband’s 
parents not to be too “easy” with the other villagers lest they try to buy things on 
credit, she obeyed to the point of being considered unfriendly by the women of the 
village. When she began to have serious troubles with her husband and eventually his 
family, there was no one in the village she could turn to for solace, advice, and, most 
important, peacemaking. 

 Once a young bride has established herself as a member of the women’s commu-
nity, she has also established for herself a certain amount of protection. If the mem-
bers of her husband’s family step beyond the limits of propriety in their treatment 
of her—such as refusing to allow her to return to her natal home for her brother’s 
wedding or beating her without serious justification—she can complain to a woman 
friend, preferably older, while they are washing vegetables at the communal pump. 
The story will quickly spread to the other women, and one of them will take it on her-
self to check the facts with another member of the girl’s household. For a few days the 
matter will be thoroughly discussed whenever a few women gather. In a young wife’s 
first few years in the community, she can expect to have her mother-in-law’s side of 
any disagreement given fuller weight than her own—her mother-in-law has, after all, 
been a part of the community a lot longer. However, the discussion itself will serve to 
curb many offenses. Even if the older woman knows that public opinion is falling to 
her side, she will still be somewhat more judicious about refusing her daughter-in-
law’s next request. Still, the daughter-in-law who hopes to make use of the village fo-
rum to depose her mother-in-law or at least gain herself special privilege will discover 
just how important the prerogatives of age and length of residence are. Although the 
women can serve as a powerful protective force for their defenseless younger mem-
bers, they are also a very conservative force in the village. 

 Taiwanese women can and do make use of their collective power to lose face for 
their menfolk in order to influence decisions that are ostensibly not theirs to make. 
Although young women may have little or no influence over their husbands and would 
not dare express an unsolicited opinion (and perhaps not even a solicited one) to their 
fathers-in-law, older women who have raised their sons properly retain considerable 
influence over their sons’ actions, even in activities exclusive to men. Further, older 
women who have displayed years of good judgment are regularly consulted by their 
husbands about major as well as minor economic and social projects. But even men 
who think themselves free to ignore the opinions of their women are never free of 
their own concept, face. It is much easier to lose face than to have face. We once asked 
a male friend in Peihotien just what “having face” amounted to. He replied, “When no 
one is talking about a family, you can say it has face.” This is precisely where women 
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wield their power. When a man behaves in a way that they consider wrong, they talk 
about him—not only among themselves, but to their sons and husbands. No one “tells 
him how to mind his own business,” but it becomes abundantly clear that he is losing 
face and by continuing in this manner may bring shame to the family of his ancestors 
and descendants. Few men will risk that. 

 The rules that a Taiwanese man must learn and obey to be a successful member 
of his society are well developed, clear, and relatively easy to stay within. A Taiwanese 
woman must also learn the rules, but if she is to be a successful woman, she must 
learn not to stay within them, but to  appear  to stay within them; to manipulate them, 
but not to appear to be manipulating them; to teach them to her children, but not to 
depend on her children for her protection. A truly successful Taiwanese woman is a 
rugged individualist who has learned to depend largely on herself while appearing 
to lean on her father, her husband, and her son. The contrast between the terrified 
young bride and the loud, confident, often lewd old woman who has outlived her 
mother-in-law and her husband reflects the tests met and passed by not strictly fol-
lowing the rules and by making purposeful use of those who must. The Chinese male’s 
conception of women as “narrow-hearted” and socially inept may well be his vague 
recognition of this facet of women’s power and technique. 

 The women’s subculture in rural Taiwan is, I believe, below the level of con-
sciousness. Mothers do not tell their about-to-be-married daughters how to establish 
themselves in village society so that they may have some protection from an oppres-
sive family situation, nor do they warn them to gather their children into an exclusive 
circle under their own control. But girls grow up in village society and see their moth-
ers and sisters-in-law settling their differences to keep them from a public airing or 
presenting them for the women’s community to judge. Their mothers have created 
around them the meaningful unit in their father’s households, and when they are des-
perately lonely and unhappy in the households of their husbands, what they long for 
is what they have lost. . . . [Some] areas in the subculture of women . . . mesh perfectly 
into the main culture of the society. The two cultures are not symbiotic because they 
are not sufficiently independent of one another, but neither do they share identical 
goals or necessarily use the same means to reach the goals they do share. Outside the 
village the women’s subculture seems not to exist. The uterine family also has no pub-
lic existence, and appears almost as a response to the traditional family organized in 
terms of a male ideology.  

     Study and Review on myanthrolab.com       
         Review Questions 

   1.    According to Wolf, what is a uterine family, and what relatives are likely to be 
members?   

   2.    Why is the uterine family important to Chinese women who live in their hus-
band’s patrilineal extended families?   

   3.    What is the relationship between a woman’s uterine family and her power within 
her husband’s family?   

   4.    Why might the existence of the uterine family contribute to the division of 
 extended families into smaller constituent parts?   

   5.    How do you think a Chinese woman’s desire to have a uterine family affects 
 attempts to limit the Chinese population?      
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 For most of us, social interaction is unconscious and automatic. We associate with 
other people from the time we are born. Of course we experience moments when we 
feel socially awkward and out of place, but generally we learn to act toward others 
with confidence. Yet our unconscious ease masks an enormously complex process. 
When we enter a social situation, how do we know what to do? What should we say? 
How are we supposed to act? Are we dressed appropriately? Are we talking to the 
right person? Without knowing it, we have learned a complex set of cultural catego-
ries for social interaction that enables us to estimate the social situation, identify the 
people in it, act appropriately, and recognize larger groups of people. 

 Status and roles are basic to social intercourse.  Status  refers to the categories 
of different kinds of people who interact. The old saying, “You can’t tell the players 
without a program,” goes for our daily associations as well. Instead of a program, 
however, we identify the actors by a range of signs, from the way they dress to the 
claims they make about themselves. Most statuses are named, so we may be heard 
to say things like, “That’s President Gavin,” or “She’s a lawyer,” when we explain so-
cial situations to others. This identification of actors is a prerequisite for appropriate 
social interaction. 

  Roles  are the rules for action associated with particular statuses. We use them to 
interpret and generate social behavior. For example, a professor plays a role in large 
classrooms. Although often not conscious of this role, the professor will stand, use the 
blackboard, look at notes, and speak with a slightly more formal air than usual. The 
professor does not usually wear blue jeans and a T-shirt, chew gum, sit cross-legged on 
the podium, or sing. These actions might be appropriate for this person when assuming 
the identity of “friend” at a party, but they are out of place in front of large audiences. 

 People also always relate to each other in  social situations , the settings in which 
social interaction takes place. Social situations consist of a combination of times, 
places, objects, and events. For example, if we see a stranger carrying a television set 
across campus at four o’clock in the afternoon, we will probably ignore the activity. 
Most likely someone is simply moving. But if we see the same person carrying the set 
at four in the morning, we may suspect a theft. Only the time has changed, but it is 
a significant marker of the social situation. Similarly, we expect classrooms to be as-
sociated with lectures, and stethoscopes to be part of medical exams. Such places and 
objects mark the social situations of which they are part. 

 People also belong to groups.  Social groups  are organized collections of indi-
viduals. They are often named—the Republican Party, American Motorcyclist Asso-
ciation, General Motors—although some, such as friends who meet for drinks after 
work on Fridays, may be anonymous and less formal. Social groups have several at-
tributes. The people who belong to them normally recognize their common member-
ship and share the goals of the group. The group should share an “inside” culture and 
its members should interact with each other. Groups are also organized internally in 
some way. Tasks are often divided among members. Finally, groups usually link to one 
another. For example, when a couple marries, their union connects the families of 
the bride and groom. There are some collections of people that we might think of as 
groups that do not fit this definition. “Middle-class” people, for example, are an aggre-
gate, not a social group, because they are not an interacting organized collective. No 
one says, “I am meeting tonight with my middle-class men’s association.” 

 As societies around the world grow larger, it becomes more difficult to identify 
groups. People may do most of their socializing in  social networks , the individuals 
with whom they regularly interact. Networks are not groups; they are defined only in 
relation to a particular individual. Nonetheless they are important because they may 
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involve a substantial part of an individual’s social interaction. A “social messiness” 
also afflicts interaction worldwide. People freely travel and enter new social situations 
where culture is not fully shared. Individuals can interact in dozens of different social 
situations each day. 

 Groups form around several principles. Every society has kinship groups, the 
topic of the previous section of this book. Ethnic groups organize around a shared 
cultural background. Some groups, such as the American Association of Retired Per-
sons, are based on age. Others, such as the National Organization for Women, are 
based on gender. The Macalester-Groveland Community Council is a territorial group. 
Many groups, such as the Gold Wing Road Riders Association (a national motorcycle 
group), Ford Motor Company (an economic group), and Mothers Against Drunk Driv-
ing (an interest group) organize around common goals and interests. Many groups 
are built around several of these design principles at once. 

 Finally groups can also be organized around social hierarchy. Some degree of 
 inequality  is part of most human interaction. One spouse may dominate another; a 
child may receive more attention than his or her siblings; the boss’s friends may be 
promoted faster than other employees. But inequality becomes most noticeable when 
it systematically affects whole classes of people. In its most obvious form, inequality 
emerges as  social stratification , which is characterized by regularly experienced un-
equal access to valued economic resources and prestige. 

 Anthropologists recognize at least two kinds of social stratification: class and 
caste.  Class  stratification restricts individuals’ access to valued resources and prestige 
within a partially flexible system. Although it is often a difficult process, individuals may 
change rank in a class system if they manage to acquire the necessary prerequisites. 

 Many sociologists and anthropologists believe that there is an American class 
system and use terms such as  lower class, working class, middle class,  and  upper class  
to designate the unequal positions within it. Americans born into poverty lack access 
to goods and prestige in this system but can change class standing if they acquire 
wealth and symbols of higher standing on a continuing basis. Upward mobility is 
difficult to achieve, however, and few people at the bottom of the system manage to 
change rank significantly. Indeed, many social scientists feel there is now a perma-
nent underclass in the United States. 

  Caste  defines a second kind of social stratification, one based on permanent 
membership. People are born into castes and cannot change membership, no matter 
what they do. In India, for example, caste is a pervasive feature of social organization. 
South Asians are born into castes and remain members for life; intercaste marriage is 
forbidden. In the past, castes formed the building blocks of rural Indian society. They 
were governed by strict rules of deference and served to allocate access to jobs, land, 
wealth, and power. Cash labor and new industrial jobs have eroded the economic as-
pect of the system today, but caste persists as a form of rank throughout most of the 
Indian subcontinent. 

 Several anthropologists and sociologists have argued that American racial 
groups are the equivalent of Indian castes. Black and white Americans keep their 
racial identity for life; nothing can change one’s race. Racial identity clearly affects 
chances for the acquisition of prestige and economic success. 

 Caste identity, whether Indian or American, tends to preserve and create cultural 
difference. There is noticeable cultural variation among members of castes in most 
Indian villages, just as cultural variation occurs among black and white people in the 
United States. 

 Using the idea of social stratification, anthropologists have constructed a 
rough classification of societies into three types: egalitarian, rank, and stratified. 
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 Egalitarian societies  lack formal social stratification. They may display inequality 
in personal relations based on age, gender, or personal ability, but no category of per-
sons within the same sex or age group has special privilege. Hunter-gatherer societies 
are most likely to be egalitarian. 

  Rank societies  contain unequal access to prestige, but not to valued economic 
resources. In such societies there may be chiefs or other persons with authority and 
prestige, and they may gain access to rank by birth, but their positions give them no 
substantial economic advantage. Horticultural societies, including some chiefdom-
ships, fit this category. 

  Stratified societies  organize around formal modes of social stratification, 
as their name suggests. Members of stratified societies are likely to form classes or 
castes, and inequality affects access to both prestige and economic resources. Most 
complex societies, including agrarian and industrialized states, fit into this type. 

 Inequality may also be based on other human attributes, such as age and gender. 
In many societies, including our own, age and gender affect access to prestige, power, 
and resources. It is common for men to publicly outrank women along these dimen-
sions, particularly in societies threatened by war or other adversity that requires male 
intervention. 

 The articles in this part explore the nature of status, role, and inequality. The 
first, by Brenda Mann, looks at the impact of the Internet on the formation of peo-
ple’s identities. Once finding it possible to keep their private lives separate from their 
identity at work, people must carefully manage their online persona as the Internet 
merges the private with the public. The second article, by Dianna Shandy and Karine 
Moe and revised for this edition of  Conformity and Conflict , looks at a recent trend: 
the tendency for young, professionally trained women to leave high-paying jobs, once 
only open to men, to be at home with their children. Stressed by the need to compete 
full-time at work yet drawn by the needs and pleasure of being with their children, 
the move seems a sensible solution if a husband’s salary is sufficient or other money 
is available. Returning to work later when the children are grown is an option but 
may require a change of career. The third article, by Lila Abu-Lughod, is concerned 
with the use of women’s lives as a justification for war in Afghanistan. Abu-Lughod 
argues that the Western view of the burqa as a symbol of women’s exploitation, for 
example, ignores its meaning to Afghan women who see it as a proper form of public 
dress. Rather than focusing on cultural differences that pit Westerners against Mus-
lims, Americans should seek social justice for women in Afghanistan and other parts 
of the world. Finally, the fourth article, by Jeffrey Fish, looks at the way Americans de-
fine race. Seen by most Americans as a biologically determined subspecies of human 
beings, but actually a culturally defined taxonomy based on the classification of one’s 
parents, race in the United States is entirely different from racial categories in Brazil. 
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 You@Work: Jobs, Identity, 
and the Internet         
   Brenda Mann   

   As we noted in the introduction to Part Six anthropologists have described human social in-
teraction in terms of culturally defined statuses, roles, and social situations. But people also 
have personal identities consisting of their own styles of interaction (direct, shy, positive, 
humorous, for example) that color their performance no matter what status they assume. 
Their personal identities also include their life histories such as other statuses they have held 
or hold, groups they have belonged to, and their past actions. In small societies, everyone 
knows and culturally categorizes the personal identities of the people they associate with. 
In complex societies, however, strangers are not likely to know personal information about 
most people. (An exception is the attention paid to celebrities and politicians by the press.) 
But today, Internet anonymity has begun to erode. Millions of people post personal informa-
tion on social websites. They tweet, e-mail, blog, and bank over the Internet. And although 
many of their postings are supposed to be private, much of the online material can be “goog-
led” or otherwise accessed by strangers, making their private personal identities public.  

  Public exposure on the Internet may not be important to some people, but online con-
tent is crucial to those seeking employment. This is the topic of Brenda Mann’s study of 
managing one’s public identity during the hiring process. Focusing mainly on workers who 
look for higher paid employment, she stresses how important it is for job seekers to control 
and shape the information they post of the Internet, review what employers say about their 
companies and jobs online, and present themselves in ways that fit employer expectations 
and their own career objectives.  
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  Social identity—how we present ourselves in social situations, how we per-
ceive others and make sense of these perceptions—is the foundation of social in-
teraction and has long been the focus of study by anthropologists. To be able to 
accurately predict other people’s behavior and to behave appropriately ourselves, we 
must have a sense of identity, we must know who we are and who we are “dealing 
with” in each social situation.  

  One’s social identities, what anthropologists call “statuses” and “roles” are 
partly ascribed at birth. These include attributes such as gender and kinship and, in 
many societies, race, among others. In complex societies, however, many of our so-
cial identities—for example, college student, minister, doctor, plumber, mother and 
others—are achieved. Additionally, ascribed characteristics, such as gender or race, 
can have an impact on one’s access to these achieved identities.  

  In complex societies, one’s social identity is multifaceted. You can be a wife, 
a lawyer, a mother, a Democrat, and a member of Alcoholics Anonymous. The abil-
ity to effectively manage our various identities allows us to behave appropriately in 
each situation and to manage the impressions others have of us, as well as to main-
tain a sense of personal privacy. For example, a lawyer may strive (or not) to keep 
her professional identity separate from her status as a member of Alcoholics Anony-
mous. Because one’s occupation is often one of the most important social identi-
ties in complex societies, this interplay between one’s public and personal identities 
plays a crucial part as one enters and navigates the world of work.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        The world of work is constantly evolving. Previous generations often worked for a sin-
gle company throughout their career or for only a few companies. Companies valued 
this, and this was part of the American work culture. To do otherwise reflected badly 
on you, and hiring managers quite likely put you at the bottom of their list of peo-
ple to consider for an opening if your résumé identified you as a “job-hopper.” Work 
identities were built over time. You managed your work identity primarily by how 
you presented yourself at work—the way you dressed, spoke, behaved, and performed 
your work in the office. When looking for employment, you carefully crafted your 
résumé, printed hard copies, and decided who should have them (mailing, faxing, 
or handing them to individuals). You followed the leading career advice to “network, 
network, network!,” which meant creating a hard copy Rolodex of people you could 
call or meet in person to support each other in your work goals. 

 Additionally, there was greater separation between your work and personal iden-
tities, and this separation was more easily maintained in the past. You could be a 
banker in a Brook’s Brothers suit by day and a member of a heavy metal band or run 
a wedding planning business on the side on evenings and weekends. Your personal 
identity was largely separate from that of work unless you chose to overlap the two by 
selectively sharing information about your life outside of the work environment, plac-
ing personal photos on your desk, dating a coworker, bringing a spouse or significant 
other to a company event, or perhaps drinking too much at a company get-together. 
Unless one was applying for a security clearance or a professional license, a company’s 
impression of an employee was largely based on the results of reference checking at 

 *  You@Work was written especially for  Conformity and Conflict . Copyright © 2012 by Brenda Mann. 
Reprinted by permission. 
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the point of hire, one’s ongoing job performance, and whatever aspects of the em-
ployee’s personal identity that the employee chose to bring into the work environment. 

 However, maintaining that separation and managing one’s privacy is not as easy 
today, and one key reason is the Internet. One’s presence and behavior on the Inter-
net is, today, as much a representation of who you are publicly and personally as is 
the way you present yourself in face-to-face social situations. The growth of the Web, 
social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, and professional networking 
sites such as LinkedIn, as well as communication tools such as smartphones, pro-
vide almost unlimited opportunities to share information and to connect with friends, 
family, colleagues, and others, including perfect strangers. Although it’s easy and pos-
sible to create different identities online—one for Twitter, one for Facebook, another 
for blogging, work, or partying—password protection is not guaranteed and powerful 
search engines make it possible for almost anyone to quickly and efficiently gather 
and share this variety of information about someone across a campus, within a com-
pany, and with other individuals and groups locally or worldwide. Information about 
individuals, even people you’ve never met, can be retrieved, e-mailed, forwarded, 
blogged, tweeted, and posted to a multitude of sites. And once it’s online, for good or 
for bad, it is likely there for decades. In fact, it is increasingly the case that one’s first 
impression of someone is based on “Googling” that individual or browsing a social or 
professional networking site before actually talking to or meeting that person. Impor-
tant personal relationships (finding a date or a spouse) and professional relationships 
(finding a job) are often initiated and developed largely or entirely in cyberspace. 

 Today, although the Internet is not the only way that employers and job candidates 
connect, it is a key component in the hiring process. Employers use the Web to promote 
their companies as attractive places to work, to post openings, to screen and vet job ap-
plicants, and to monitor employees. Companies also regularly hire and lay off workers, 
and it’s considered acceptable and necessary for employees not only to work for a succes-
sion of companies but also to morph one’s work identity over time in order to continually 
adapt to a rapidly changing labor market. This means regularly updating or acquiring 
new skills or knowledge, but it also means knowing how to effectively use the Internet to 
create, manage, and balance one’s work and personal identities as part of the hiring proc-
ess. In essence, it requires individuals to “brand” themselves and to manage that brand, 
particularly on the Internet, in ways that will appeal to potential employers. Let us look 
more closely at this process by looking at a fictional job seeker whom we’ll call “Jessica.” 

  The Internet and the Hiring Process 

 Employers and job seekers share a common goal: to make a good match. Companies need 
to find the most qualified employees who are a good fit with their budget and company cul-
ture and, usually, to do so as efficiently as possible. Job seekers need to find employers and 
job opportunities that are the best match with their skills, salary, and other requirements 
and, usually, to do so as quickly as possible. This has always been the case. However, to 
reach these goals today, companies and job seekers increasingly—in many cases entirely—
have moved away from traditional hiring methods such as newspaper help wanted ads and 
initial face-to-face screening interviews and now leverage the Internet for this process. 

 Many companies use their own websites, other online job sites, and the Internet as 
important tools to attract, educate, and screen applicants. For employers, this means fil-
tering applicants and discovering enough about a potential candidate to warrant invest-
ing the time and resources to learn more about and perhaps eventually hire the candidate. 
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 Applicants, on the other hand, use the Internet to look for opportunities and ca-
reer information, apply for jobs, network, and communicate with potential employers 
online. Company and job sites are often the first and primary barrier that a job seeker 
must get through to obtain a conversation with hiring personnel or an interview. For 
the applicant, this means using many of the same tools used by companies to find and 
filter job opportunities and to learn enough about an employer and the open position 
to decide whether to apply. Additionally, applicants must find ways to break through 
the employer’s barriers and get noticed. This is Jessica’s challenge. 

 Jessica has a bachelor’s degree in marketing, and for the last three years, she’s been 
a marketing coordinator at SymStart, a Silicon Valley software company. This was her 
first job out of college, and she was hired as a result of a summer internship with the 
company during college. She’s learned a lot in those three years with SymStart, and 
this position provided the opportunity to do a little bit of everything when it comes to 
marketing—from writing brochures to planning sales events, managing the company’s 
website, and working with the advertising team. Based on this experience, Jessica knows 
that if she wants to make more money and take her career to the next level, she needs to 
focus on the type of marketing that she enjoys most, Internet marketing. She would also 
like to move to a financial services company, an industry she feels is growing. 

 Jessica starts her search by jumping online. She knows there’s a multitude of 
ways she can look for a new job. There are general, specialized, and local job sites 
such as Monster.com, Dice.com, and Craigslist; individual company career sites; so-
cial and professional networking sites (Facebook and LinkedIn); job search engines 
(Indeed.com); blogs; and more. She has a short list of companies that are of special 
interest. She pulls up the website for her first choice (BigTree Financial), finds the 
career page, and begins browsing. 

 BigTree Financial’s career site is fairly typical. It provides information about the 
company, its mission and values, recruiting policies, virtual and live recruiting events, 
benefits, geographic locations, descriptions of its work environment, and of course, 
a list of its job openings, with descriptions and requirements. Although company ca-
reer sites and hiring processes vary,  Table   1    lists some of the most common ways that 
companies use the Internet to screen applicants. Viewing these, it may seem like com-
panies are more concerned with keeping candidates out rather than hiring. However, 
they are simply using commonly available Web tools to help find the candidates that 
best meet their needs among all of the applications received, just as you might use a 
dating site to find and screen the most compatible matches.  

 This makes it challenging for the job seeker, and Jessica wisely decides to spend 
some time on BigTree Financial’s site before providing any personal information or 
applying. If she wants to find the right opening and apply, she obviously first has to 
understand some basics about the company and how to use its career site. More impor-
tantly, however, if Jessica wants to get past the initial screening and continue to advance 
through the hiring process, it’s essential that she understand how to present herself in 
ways that will include her on the short list of desirable candidates for the next step in 
this process. In other words, how does Jessica present her identity in words and ways 
that are meaningful and valuable from the perspective of the employer? 

 In addition to the basic application tips that Jessica has read about, such as 
using the right keywords to describe her skills and experience (e.g., is the employer 
looking for an Internet marketing, online marketing, SEO or SEM specialist, or do 
they use another term to describe the job opening?), spell checking her resume, 
and so forth, she also recalls a headline she saw recently about potentially negative 
aspects of social networking. Retrieving this—actually, a deluge of essays on this 
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 Ways Employers Use the Internet to Screen Job Applicants 

 Accept online applications and inquiries only     •   Provide no contact names or numbers on their sites  
  •   Post a policy to that effect    

 Limit online sites where applications are accepted   

 Require applicants to register before access to job 
listings and the application process 

  

 Require applicants to have or download specific 
software in order to use their job site 

 • Applicants must be willing and/or able to do so 

 Scan online résumés submitted by applicants 

 Scan résumés for keywords, such as: 
   •   Specific experience (job titles, skills, responsibilities, 

accomplishments, etc.)  
  •   Degrees earned and schools attended  
  •   Memberships in professional and community 

organizations  
  •   Previous client or customer names  
  •   Key dates—length of time at each position, etc.  
  •   Geographic location   
 • Scan for spelling and grammar errors 

 Ask for salary expectations   

 Limit the amount and type of information the applicant 
can provide 

 • Limit the data field size and/or type of file formats 
accepted (e.g., text only) 

 Track applicant’s application history with the employer  • How many times applied, what positions applied for, 
etc. 

 Identify source of applicant’s résumé  • Was it submitted on the employer’s site or is it from 
a specific job site? 

 Require applicants to take online tests or set time limits 
for filling out applications 

  

 Provide information and tools to help applicants 
evaluate the employer’s work environment and identify 
appropriate job opportunities 

    •   Search tools to help applicants find appropriate job 
matches  

  •   Lists of company job types, titles, and descriptions  
  •   Information about the company culture, core values, 

and benefits  
  •   Opportunities to attend company hiring events 

(virtual or face-to-face)  
  •   Résumé and application tips, hiring FAQs 

(Frequently Asked Questions)  
  •   Ability to set up “alerts” to receive notifications when 

appropriate opportunities are posted    

 Use Internet search engines to find out more about 
applicants 

 • Compare versions of your résumés posted on other 
job sites (e.g., Monster.com, lndeed.com, etc.) 

 • View social networking activities (blogging, Twitter 
tweets, Facebook updates, YouTube, etc.) 

 • View profiles, contacts, and activity on professional 
networking sites (e.g., LinkedIn, Plaxo, Toolbox.com, 
etc.) 

 • Find websites created by applicants 

 Use online databases to learn more about applicants     •   Review credit history  
  •   Verify certifications, licenses, degrees, etc.  
  •   Check criminal, military, and government records    

 TABLE 1    
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subject—she reads that the Internet and social networking are affecting our privacy 
and ability to control our identity, especially when it comes to key aspects of our 
lives, such as finding (and maintaining) employment and obtaining credit. Brows-
ing further, Jessica sees that the experts all make the same point, using many real-
life examples—that one’s identity in cyberspace is just as important as what one says 
or wears or how one behaves in any other social situation—that it’s important that 
everyone actively seek to maintain some control over one’s online reputation. Jessica 
takes note of the advice given and compiles the list shown in  Table   2.    Although she 
realizes that she can’t and doesn’t need to do all these things, she begins with run-
ning a few searches on herself. Because she’s especially interested in the financial 
services industry, she focuses first on seeing what’s available online about her credit 
and financial status before she submits her application to BigTree Financial or any 
other potential employer.   

  Living and Working in Today’s Internet World 

 The rise of the Internet and social networking has created new ways for people to 
connect, communicate, and share information between individuals and groups, as 
well as locally, nationally, and globally. This, plus the Web’s real-time and informa-
tion archival capabilities, is forcing us to examine previous concepts of identity and 
privacy. Once something is online, it can be shared in seconds and recalled for years 
by almost anyone. We are spending more of our social and professional lives online 
and, as we do so, it becomes more challenging and important to manage and protect 
our identity—the impressions others have of us—not only in the “real” world that we 
physically inhabit, but also in cyberspace. In essence, this means ensuring that you 
maintain control as much as possible over your identity, and that you are the primary 
source of information about yourself online. It means that you take care to manage 
the impression others have of you online in much the same way that you do in all so-
cial situations. 

 This is especially true in the world of work. No matter what type of career you 
choose, work you do or want to do, managing your online reputation can be criti-
cal for both obtaining and maintaining employment. Research commissioned in 2009 
by Microsoft shows that 79 percent of U.S. hiring managers and recruiters surveyed 
reviewed online information about job applicants and that “70 percent of the U.S. 
hiring managers in this study say they have rejected candidates based on what they 
found.” This figure was lower in other countries (41 percent in the UK, 16 percent in 
Germany, and 14 percent in France). 

 It’s important that you consider how you wish to “brand” yourself on the Inter-
net, what perceptions you want others to have of you. This may mean changing infor-
mation about yourself that is currently available online, taking steps to publish and 
promote new information about yourself, and generally exercising care about what 
you say and do online. Generally, the current rules follow the dictum that “less is 
more.” Although this is somewhat generational, in fact, it is generally the case that 
the higher up in the organizational hierarchy an individual is, the less you will find 
online about that individual. Try “Googling” a few individuals, and you will find this is 
the case. Additionally, the information that you do find about this individual is almost 
always the same, no matter on what site you view it. 

 The Internet is in flux, and the rules for what is acceptable behavior online and 
what we mean by the concepts of identity and privacy continue to evolve along with 
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  Ways Job Seekers Can Use the Internet to Brand and Manage Their Online Identities  

 Google yourself frequently and set up Google 
Alerts on yourself to see what information 
potential employers and others can view about 
you 

    •   If you don’t like the results, take corrective action if 
necessary and where possible  

  •   Ask people (e.g., family and friends) to remove unsuitable 
content about you (Facebook photos, etc.)  

  •   Clean up your Facebook profile, Tweet history, comments 
criticizing previous employers, coworkers, or clients    

 Use a professional-sounding e-mail address and 
consider using a more permanent e-mail address 

  

 Consider using pseudonyms for personal 
Internet activities 

  

 Keep social networks private but don’t assume 
your sensitive personal content is safe just 
because it’s password protected 

 • You may have to ask family and friends to do the same if 
they post information from and about you 

 Be selective about where you post your résumé 
and who can see it 

    •   Less is usually more!  
  •   Check out the site’s reputation before posting  
  •   Always know how much control you will have (or not have) 

on a site before participating, and monitor the site and 
manage your profile settings once you’ve posted  

  •   Keep records of where you have applied or posted    

 Keep your résumé updated and be consistent and 
concise in your messaging about yourself (your 
brand) across all sites where you have it posted 

    •   Résumés have a shelf life; you want to keep them current 
and you want to maintain control over what is out there  

  •   Keep copies of everything you have posted    

 Use current buzzwords and precise keywords to 
describe your expertise 

    •   Use the same keywords the employer uses in the job description  
  •   Search job sites to identify the current buzzwords to describe 

your skills and experience (e.g., if you’re in online marketing, 
are you SEM? SEO? Online Demand Generation?)    

 Create a profile on a professional networking site 
such as LinkedIn 

    •   Create a user-friendly profile and use it to brand yourself, 
highlight your skills, and build a professional network (not 
to post your résumé)  

  •   Be selective about whom you allow in your network and 
whom you request to connect with    

 Consider creating your own website to showcase 
your talents and skills 

 • Create a website to allow you to control your branding and 
provide additional content that employers and job sites may 
restrict (e.g., video and audio files) 

 Practice good “netiquette” (digital etiquette) to 
build trust and enhance your online reputation 

    •   Assume everything you say online and perhaps even do offline 
can eventually end up on the Web, so practice common sense  

  •   Lurk before participating so that you understand the rules 
for that community or site and can communicate and behave 
appropriately  

  •   Be polite and treat everyone with respect, as if you were 
dealing with them face-to-face (e.g., no flaming)    

 Join and participate in specialized online 
communities or forums; write a blog 

  

 Avoid responding to or posting salary history or 
requirements 

 • Where possible, leave blank or say “open” or “negotiable,” or 
enter all zeroes 

 Hang out in good neighborhoods and watch who 
you associate with 

    •   Be selective about where you choose to hang out and whom 
you connect with online  

  •   Be aware at all times how much control you have or don’t 
have over your activities on every site    

 Consider using online tools and services that 
specialize in safeguarding and/or cleaning up 
your online reputation 

  

 TABLE 2  
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it. One constant, however, is that the ability to understand how these changes affect 
us—and what the rules are for behaving appropriately both online and offline—is im-
portant to how others perceive us and can detract or contribute significantly to our 
social and professional success.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What is meant by the term  personal social identity ?   

   2.    What ways do employers use the Internet to screen job applicants?   

   3.    What ways can job seekers use the Internet to brand and manage their online 
identities?      
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 The Opt-Out Phenomenon: 
Women, Work, and Identity 
in America         
   Dianna Shandy and Karine Moe   

   Young, successfully employed, college-educated women face a dilemma when they decide to 
have children. Can they continue to work full-time with the same intensity that up to then 
has brought them occupational success, or will they have to cut back? What will adjust-
ments required by motherhood and family do to their occupational identity and ability to 
compete on an equal basis with men? In this article updated for the fourteenth edition of 
 Conformity and Conflict , Dianna Shandy and Karine Moe discuss these and other ques-
tions concerning women’s work and place in the home once they have children. Basing 
their comments on extensive interviews and focus groups as well as labor statistics, they 
argue that younger professional women, pushed by the stress of trying to do everything and 
pulled by the pleasure of being with their children, are beginning to choose home over work 
once they have a family. Despite doing so, they can often continue to hold their past occu-
pational identity in the minds of those who know them.      *     

           

 *  Original article from Dianna J. Shandy and Karine S. Moe, “The Opt-Out Phenomenon: Women, Work, and Identity 
in America.” Used by permission of the authors. 
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           Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

         Jennifer, a tall, well-dressed woman in her mid-thirties, fingers the stem of her wine glass 
and braces herself for the question she will get a dozen times that night at a cocktail party 
her husband is holding for his clients: “ And what do you do? ”  

 This question, which most of us might write off as “small talk,” is anything but trivial. 
It reflects the importance we attribute to one’s occupation as the primary source of 
our public social identity. So normally when we answer the what-do-you-do question, 
we identify ourselves by our occupation. We might say things such as, “I am a college 
professor at Metro State,” or “I’m a wealth management consultant over at Grant and 
Smith Securities.” 

 Although most North Americans don’t like to admit there is a class system (we 
prefer to believe we accept people for “who they are”), we actually, and often with-
out thinking, rank each other on the basis of our occupational identity. For exam-
ple, Jennifer’s husband is president of an advertising company with both local and 
regional accounts. The clients at his cocktail party tend to be presidents, vice presi-
dents, or division managers who work for the companies his firm promotes. They 
represent a more affluent class of people than, say, firefighters, fast food restaurant 
managers, or administrative assistants although some of these jobs, such as firefight-
ing, confer prestige. 

 Occupational identity conveys more than just one’s class, however. It implies 
relative status between individuals. When men and women work at the same jobs, 
their work signifies that they are approximately equal. This assertion gains credence 
not only from observations of contemporary U.S. society, but also from anthropologi-
cal fieldwork and cross-cultural comparison. Take a well-known study by Ernestine 
Friedl, for example.  1   She points out that decades of ethnographic research in a vari-
ety of the world’s societies have caused many anthropologists to conclude that males 
inherit a predisposition to dominate females everywhere. Friedl argues against this 
position by citing evidence about gender relations in four contrasting hunting and 
gathering societies. She asserts that control of publicly (beyond the family) shared re-
sources, especially animal protein, determines the degree to which females are equal 
to males. First, she notes that among the Washo Indians (a foraging group that lived 
in the Sierra Nevada Mountains of southern California) both men and women for-
aged for edible plants and both caught rabbits and other small animals as a source 
of protein. The result was relative gender equality. Men and women were not segre-
gated in daily activities. Both sexes could take lovers, dissolve marriages, and make 
decisions for the group. The Hadza of Tanzania, she points out, also display relative 
gender equality largely because men and women forage separately and work to meet 
their own individual needs for food.  

 On the other hand, the Tiwi living on islands off the North Coast of Australia 
show a more typical hunter-gatherer pattern. The men hunt and the women gather, 
and the male control of meat (protein), which is shared publicly by the whole group, 
results in domination over women. Men hunt and control the public distribution of 
meat; women gather only for family needs. 

 Finally, in the fourth case represented by the Inuit of the Arctic, males provide 
virtually all the food by hunting seals, walruses, whales, and fish. As a result, Inuit 

 1  Enerstine Friedl, “Society and Sex Roles ,” Human Nature, April 1978.  
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women are “used, abused, and traded,” as Friedl puts it. Friedl also notes that gen-
der inequality continues in many agriculturally based societies where men control 
most of the food that is publicly exchanged. Anthropologists Jane Collier and Michelle 
Rosaldo have also argued that although women’s roles as gatherers contributed sig-
nificantly to the food supply, these contributions were symbolically less important 
than the men’s hunting activities.  2   Friedl’s argument appears to inform what is hap-
pening to U.S. women. Women have increasingly gained power and equality as they 
hold jobs once reserved for men. This has long been a goal for women in our society, 
and women in America now wield governmental and corporate power at levels never 
before seen in the history of this country. Women now have unprecedented access to 
education, jobs, and income.  

 And that’s not all. A large part of the growth in the post–World War II U.S. econ-
omy can be attributed to the dramatic increase in the labor force participation by 
women, especially those who are married. For the first time in U.S. history, women 
have transitioned to making up half of all workers on U.S. payrolls. And this partici-
pation extends to management and leadership positions and the ownership of one-
third of all U.S. businesses that employ a quarter of the workforce. 

 Going hand in hand with this surge in women’s contributions to economic pro-
ductivity, women are at least as well educated as men. Women make up a full 58 per-
cent of the nation’s college students and are, overall, the majority in graduate schools 
and professional schools. They are hired in equal numbers by the country’s most pres-
tigious law firms. The majority of veterinarians and accountants are women. Women 
physicians will soon dominate certain subspecialties within medicine. 

 In addition, although the number of women in the labor force has increased 
over the last few decades, fewer males have sought work. Labor economists note that 
if current trends continue, by 2020 only 70 percent of men will participate in the U.S. 
labor force, and by 2050, their participation will decline to 66 percent. 

 To be sure, a wage gap persists between males and females. However, when you 
look at specific niches within the population, a different picture emerges. Without 
children, men and women pursue their careers neck in neck in terms of pay when they 
work similar jobs for similar hours. In fact, the gender wage gap for childless people 
between the ages of 27 and 33 is practically zero. Does this all mean that gender bias 
is absent in the world of work in America today? No. Although gender discrimination 
at work continues, women have seen substantial gains in job equality over the past 
three or four decades. 

  Returning Home 

 And this brings us back to Jennifer’s unease about the what-do-you-do question. Like 
an increasing number of young, married women with children, she decided to give up 
her career for life as an at-home mother. She did so despite the fact that her personal 
history fit the trend toward job equality and the growing public influence of women. 
She graduated from a prestigious eastern college with honors and gained her degree 
as an attorney at a “top 10” law school. She obtained a high-paying job in a firm spe-
cializing in mergers and acquisitions where she was in line to become a partner. Then 

 2  Jane F. Collier and Michelle Z. Rosaldo, “Politics and Gender in Simple Societies,” in Sherry B. Ortner 
and Harriet S. Whitehead (eds.),  On Sexual Meanings: The Cultural Construction of Gender and Sexuality  
 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
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something happened that changed her promising career: she had one, then two chil-
dren. Now, as an at-home mom, she grapples with the issue of identity in settings such 
as business cocktail parties where occupational achievement outranks motherhood. 

 Jennifer’s decision to leave her career is not unique. A study of well-educated 
women that we have been conducting reveals that an increasing number of young, 
professional women are leaving work to become “at-home moms.” As we have dis-
covered, this attorney turned at-home mother is emblematic of a growing number 
of American women today. In fact, the full-time labor force participation of married 
women with professional degrees and children under 18 fell from nearly two-thirds 
to just over a half between 1998 and 2005. From a labor market perspective, this is a 
significant and remarkable shift, with dramatic ramifications for economic growth. 
Having gained a foothold in formerly male-dominated positions, it becomes paradoxi-
cal that many highly educated, accomplished women are leaving their careers, often 
as a consequence of becoming mothers. This article is about why we think this is hap-
pening and at least partly, how women are managing to do this without losing status.  

  Who Drops Out 

 To better understand this conundrum, an anthropologist joined forces with a labor 
economist to look at national trends and learn more through interviews, surveys, and 
focus groups about what kinds of women leave work. We discovered from national 
labor force participation data that a surprising number of college-educated, especially 
professional, women were opting out of the labor force. From here we designed inter-
views and focus groups with women who were making or had made the decision to 
leave their jobs in order to stay home with their children, as well as those who were 
continuing to juggle home and office. 

 The first thing we discovered was that age counts. We learned that women in 
their twenties and thirties seemed to approach child birth, child rearing, and employ-
ment differently than their mother’s and grandmother’s generations. This older gen-
eration, the so-called Baby Boomers (women in their late forties to mid sixties) were 
the first large wave of women to compete for prominent positions in the labor force. 
They entered work with high expectations and demonstrated ability, and like today’s 
younger women, soon found that work conflicted with marriage and the need to raise 
children. Overall their response has been to try to manage both work and family by 
trying to adjust to both, although with varying degrees of success. Nonetheless, these 
women were pioneering in their ability to anticipate and overcome obstacles and 
thereby created inroads for their daughters. 

 The second thing we discovered was that women in their early thirties to mid 
forties, usually labeled Gen Xers, benefited from the pioneering work of the earlier 
generation; however, they were the most likely to report having been “blindsided” by 
the realities of juggling career and children. Angie, a mother of two children in her 
mid thirties with an MBA typifies this group. When she considered her own expecta-
tions for combining work with motherhood said: “I thought women could do it all but 
just that my [own] mother did not do it well.” 

 The third thing we discovered was that the youngest group of married and well-
educated women with young children, women in their twenties and early thirties of-
ten called Millennials, seemed to be far more pragmatic than older women about the 
conflict between work and family. Accordingly, they were also the most creative in 
the strategies they had devised to manage this conflict. They were still gunning for 
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top spots educationally, but they reported being more mindful about how they would 
negotiate career and family. We found that women in their twenties and early thirties 
were more likely than older women to have reduced their responsibilities at work 
for family reasons. For some this meant selecting a career that will be more flexible 
and amenable to the demands of child rearing. Others were planning to have careers 
and children sequentially. Still others planned to have children first and move into a 
career at some undefined future point when their children are older. But as we have 
noted above, many, faced with the need and desire to raise children, have left work 
behind, at least for the time being. 

 Finally, men rarely drop out of work to become at-home dads. Among married 
couples, when one parent leaves the labor force, 97 times out of 100 it is the woman 
who does so. The phenomenon of at-home dads is a growing trend, but when you look 
at the bigger picture of labor force participation, the number of men who do this is 
quite small. In this case couples bend to traditional gender roles—mom quits her job 
and dad presses even harder in his. 

 Before we go any further, we should note that by virtue of our focus on college-
educated women for both our surveys and our interviews, we are  de facto  conducting 
a study of elite women. We realize that the notion of having a so-called choice not to 
work is available to only a narrow slice of American women, whereas many others 
need two incomes to keep their household afloat. Recent turmoil in the economy has 
brought this issue into even sharper focus. In this respect our study does not tell the 
story of all women. 

 However, we argue that it is important to focus on college-educated and there-
fore relatively elite women because their experiences have the potential to shape 
the lives of all American women. These women represent the potential leaders, the 
voices for change. If we don’t have a critical mass of women executives, how can 
we expect the culture of companies to change? How can we expect laws to keep 
pace with women’s lives if they aren’t represented in Washington? Therefore, while 
at first glance middle- and upper-middle-class mothers are targeted most directly 
by our analysis, we believe the implications of our argument affect all women in 
America.  

  Why Do Women “Opt Out”? 

 So why do women “opt out” now when they have unprecedented access to education, 
jobs, and income, and potentially suffer the loss of their occupational identity? One 
suggested answer focuses solely on generation. It says that members of the younger 
generation, both men and women, are more likely to exit the workforce. Although we 
don’t deny the importance of generation, we feel gender has to be part of the explana-
tion too. In our research, we have grappled with the intersection of gender and gener-
ation to understand the outflow of professional women from the labor force. And we 
agree that younger women approach issues of work and family differently than older 
women. However, it is important to acknowledge that although gender and genera-
tion vie with one another for explanatory power, gender is crucial to what is happen-
ing here. Indeed, we believe that gender is more important than generation as a way 
to understand current intersections of gender, work, and identity in America today. 

 So if it is not just a generational difference, what are the gender-related factors 
that bear on women’s decision to return home? Let’s first look at the factors that are 
liable to  push  women to leave work.  
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  What “Pushes” Women to Go Home? 

 There are several things that “push” women to leave the workforce. Let’s look at a few 
of them. 

  The 100-Hour Couple 

 One of the most intriguing explanations for why women leave the workforce is the 
phenomenon of the 100-hour couple. Let’s consider Valerie’s situation. Valerie was an 
English and political science double major in college. A child of a single mother who 
single-handedly supported and raised five children, Valerie attended a state university 
and worked her way through school. She went on to attend law school and to work 
as a real estate attorney. She married her husband, also an attorney, who worked in 
banking. By the time they had their second child, their careers were at a zenith, with 
Jennifer and her husband each working an average of 75 hours a week. To meet their 
work obligations, they had a full-time and a part-time nanny. When they discovered 
they needed yet a third nanny to help out because of work obligations that increas-
ingly spilled over into evenings and weekends, they decided to reevaluate their situa-
tion. They concluded that one of them had to reduce hours at work or quit his or her 
job altogether. They recognized that they could live on either Jennifer’s or her hus-
band’s salary alone, although her husband’s income was significantly larger than hers. 
Therefore, for financial as well as for other less tangible reasons that could not be 
tallied on a spreadsheet, Valerie decided to leave her job and to stay home with their 
children. Valerie described her decision in the following way: 

  If we were financially able, one of us needed to quit our jobs. What was the point of 
having kids if we weren’t spending time with them? My children were being raised by 
strangers—65 hours per week of child care. Deciding to quit my job and stay home with 
my children was the right thing to do.  

 Valerie’s case illustrates some key points. As women’s educational qualifications 
rise, so too have their occupational aspirations. It’s not surprising that well-educated 
women gravitate toward high-powered, high-paying jobs and marry elite men who 
have done the same. Whereas previous generations saw a surplus of professional men 
relative to women, the educational gap has closed. Instead of the CEO marrying his 
secretary or the doctor marrying his nurse, the CEO is marrying the CFO and the 
doctor is marrying the doctor. With this larger pool of well-educated, well-employed 
women, we have transitioned to high-powered couples resulting in a rapid and sig-
nificant increase in the percentage of high-earning couples that together work over 
100 hours per week. 

 In Valerie’s case, she and her husband surpassed 150-hour workweeks, but when 
we look across a larger sample of families, 100 hours is a threshold for couples who 
make a decision for one of them—and as pointed out, it is usually the woman—to al-
ter their work situation.  

  Child Care 

 A key structural problem that mothers across socioeconomic groups face is child care. 
High-quality and affordable child care is hard to find, and even when found, it often 
has rigid drop off and pick up hours. Many child-care centers charge late parents by 
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the minute and will call child protective services if parents do not arrive within an 
hour of closing time. Of course, these rules are structured so that the child-care work-
ers can return home to care for their own children. Nevertheless, these constraints 
don’t necessarily mesh with workplace demands for working late or getting a last-
minute travel assignment. This dilemma is encapsulated in a shootout at an army 
base in Texas. Police Sergeant Kimberly Munley managed to shoot the gunman, but 
was herself shot in the process. When asked what her first thought was following the 
shooting, she replied that she wanted to grab her cell phone so she could call someone 
to pick up her kids from child care. Who cares for the children while the parents are 
at work is an enduring structural dilemma working parents face.  

  The Second Shift 

 Another factor pushing women out of the workforce is what sociologist Arlie Hoch-
schild calls the second shift. Here she gives life to the old adage, “A man may work 
from sun to sun, but a woman’s work is never done.” The second shift refers to the 
work women do to maintain and sustain the household in addition to their paid em-
ployment. The second shift is commonly seen as a significant stressor for women 
across socioeconomic groups. It is well-documented that women shoulder a dispro-
portionate percentage of housework. For example, one study reports that women do 
an average of 27 hours of housework a week, compared with 16 hours a week for 
men. Important here is that while women have made significant gains in the work-
place itself, the sexual division of labor at home endures. A recent trend to hire house-
hold help is opening possibilities to redefine this aspect of women’s lives, but even 
when families hire people to watch their children or clean their homes, women tend 
to take on the burden of managing the work that is done in the home and caring for 
the children. 

 Although it might strike many as a significant luxury to be able to afford to pay 
someone to clean their home and watch their children, in our interviews we found 
that hiring and supervising staff to care for the home and the children placed ad-
ditional stress on women and was cited by them as part of the decision to quit their 
jobs. Women also mentioned moral and ethical concerns. Is it “right and fair” to hire 
women who often have to leave their own children behind to work these jobs? Then, 
too, was it advisable to hire nannies with lower educational levels to care for their 
children, and how does one manage the inevitabilities of sick children and/or sick 
child-care providers? 

 The women we interviewed did not just describe trying to balance the needs of 
their children and their jobs, but also the reality of their responsibility to manage 
their homes. For many the solution was to stay home full time.  

  The Glass Ceiling 

 Women mentioned a third factor that caused them to consider resigning their jobs. 
They talked about encountering a “glass ceiling” at work, meaning one that is a form 
of discrimination that limits a woman’s advancement. They felt they were being 
blocked from moving upward in the institution because of some tacit or unwritten 
set of norms about women, especially married women with children. The women we 
interviewed were frustrated by seeing their counterparts without children (or with a 
spouse at home caring for their children and managing the household) advance more 
swiftly in their careers than they did. It seemed unfair because these  coworkers did 
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not have to take parental leave to care for children and were more available to work 
longer hours. One woman lamented that her peers who had not taken time off for chil-
dren were now vice presidents sitting in corner offices. A lack of flexible work options 
forced many to choose resigning their jobs altogether or embarking on a “mommy 
track,” which does not allow them to devote time to family for a period of their lives 
and then resume upward mobility in their careers on a par with their male colleagues 
who are parents. 

 One way to look at this is that women quit their jobs not because of their fami-
lies but because the pressures and inflexibility of their work situations actually leave 
them no way to maintain both. This is why many women we spoke with take issue 
with the term  opting out . Work conditions permitting, some of the women we inter-
viewed would have preferred to  opt in , albeit on terms that better allowed them to 
both keep their jobs and raise their children. 

 When we raised the possibility during a focus group of reducing their hours at 
the job while still remaining employed, one advertising executive summarized the 
opinion of many of her counterparts when she said, “Part-time is just a joke.” Another 
woman with an MBA said, “My boss was reluctant to let me go part time at all. When 
I cut my hours, my boss said he’d pay me less per hour. After three months of fight-
ing and going several levels above him [in the company], I was able to keep my same 
hourly wage.” 

 We should point out that when viewed cross-culturally, different countries man-
age the intersection of parenting and labor force participation in other ways. When 
compared with other industrialized countries, the United States rarely accommodates 
the need for parents to have and care for children. One woman we interviewed who 
ironically worked for a children’s museum took twelve weeks of unpaid leave when 
her first child was born. The only thing the museum guaranteed was that she would 
get her job back when she returned from leave. A  USA Today  article reported that 
the United States and Australia are the only industrialized countries that fail to pro-
vide paid leave for new mothers, although there are exceptions in some U.S. states. 
Australian mothers have it better, however, with one year of job-protected leave. The 
U.S. Family and Medical Leave Act provides for twelve weeks of job-protected leave, 
but it only covers those who work for larger companies. Out of 168 nations in a Har-
vard University study, 163 had some form of paid maternity leave, putting the United 
States in company with Lesotho, Papua New Guinea, and Swaziland. Sweden is one 
of the most progressive countries when it comes to parental leave: working parents 
are entitled to sixteen months paid leave per child. The cost is shared between the 
state and the employer. What makes Sweden’s policy so notable, however, is that it 
stipulates that at least two months must be used by the “minority” parent, which usu-
ally means the dad.   

  Factors That “Pull” Women Home 

 Beyond understanding some of the reasons women are “pushed” out of the work-
force, it is also important to understand what “pulls” them there. 

  Being with Their Children 

 One of the reasons women gave us for why they liked being “at home” revolved around 
being with their children. Take, for example, the case of Carol. Carol loves  being home 



 C H A P T E R  2 2   The Opt-Out Phenomenon: Women, Work, and Identity in America 205

with her three kids—all in school now—and is thankful that she is able to do this. 
She loves spending time with the kids, talking with them, being the one they turn 
to with their questions. And she likes the freedom and flexibility. Last summer she 
drove across the country with her children to visit her mom for a month. Having the 
latitude to make this trip was especially meaningful to her when her mother died the 
following winter after a long battle with cancer. 

 Sara, a former dancer, introduces a long list of activities her children participate 
in by saying that Ryan and Aidan “get a lot of mommy time.” She notes that she is 
able to do this because she has “a flexible enough schedule. I can just cart them wher-
ever they need to go.” She goes on to describe visits to grandparents in New Mexico 
and Florida. “When we go we stay for a week. So, before I quit working at General 
Mills I would max out my vacation.” Having control over their time tended to be a 
central concern for many of these women.  

  Lower Stress 

 Many women seek to pursue a less hectic life. One woman’s husband credits her with 
running “a great back office” such that the family spends their weekends together 
playing and not running errands. Most were tired of the “juggle and struggle” they en-
countered when they were still working. They had had to negotiate with their spouse 
over when, where, who, and how to cover child care. Another woman pointed out 
that staying at home “made my husband’s life easier” and that “he enjoys his children 
more because he is not worrying about the day-to-day.” And women freely point out 
that this arrangement also allows them to get their needs met by allowing them “time 
for themselves.”  

  Sense of Responsibility 

 Women also discussed the moral importance and timing of their decision to head 
home. One attorney noted, “Conventional wisdom says we need to be there because 
we have infants. In hindsight, it’s absolutely flipped. Now that the kids are getting 
older, it’s more important for me to be there.” Another bond trader noted that it was 
easier to hire someone to care for her children when they were “cute naughty” as tod-
dlers, but now that they were not so cute as misbehaving adolescents she felt the need 
to be more in charge of her kids’ care.  

  Nostalgia 

 We also found that a longing to reproduce what for them was a pleasant upbringing 
may pull many women home. Some had at-home mothers who were there for their 
kids with such amenities as milk and cookies after school. On the other hand, oth-
ers may feel the need to redress the rejection they felt as latchkey kids when mothers 
were not there for them.  

  Group Support 

 It seems to be increasingly easier for young women to leave work as other like-minded 
women make the same choice. In one veterinarian turned at-home mom’s words, “I 
run with a pack of smart women.” The result is the formation of social networks of 
women with their children providing a sense of support, occasions for conversation 
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about domestic matters, and opportunities for their children to play together. Al-
though it’s not fun to be an ex-veterinarian who stays home by herself with her kids, it 
is easier to do so when all your friends are doing it too.  

  Living within Our Means 

 Finally, the financial threshold for deciding that one parent will stay home with the 
kids is a lot lower than one might think. Some of the women we interviewed indicated 
that their family was making a deliberate choice to live within their means, as deter-
mined by one income. Although a somewhat counterintuitive point, having one par-
ent “in reserve” who could join the labor force if the family hit tough financial times 
instead of taking out a mortgage that relied on both incomes can be a reason women 
may decide to opt out of the labor force.   

  Financial Costs 

 What happens when women give up their paychecks? As one woman aptly noted, “The 
paycheck gives you a tangible sense of value.” Other women we interviewed described 
how their husband’s work time, as the sole income earner, expands as his home ef-
fort decreases dramatically. Still other women lament the loss of what they called the 
“fuck you money,” or the financial independence their own earnings afforded them 
and that potentially allowed them to leave their marriage if they ever felt they needed 
to. Still others argue that their power did not change because their husband’s appre-
ciation of their efforts at home. The threat that they might return to work and thus 
destroy the comfortable support system they provide moderates the increased power 
that husband might otherwise enjoy. When women leave their jobs for a period of 
time, they pay a significant financial penalty. Studies show that for every seven years 
a woman is out of the labor force, she suffers a ten-year penalty in terms of wages and 
advancement. Women also take significant financial risks when they become finan-
cially dependent on their husbands. It is clear that by leaving work and a paycheck, 
divorce or the death of a husband will likely have a greater impact on their lives.  

  Returning to Work 

 A lot has been written about the difficulty of reentering the workforce after significant 
absences. This is particularly true in a tight economic market. One problem is the lim-
ited shelf life of a professional degree. For example, a physician who does not prac-
tice for ten years would have to overcome significant hurdles to get back into clinical 
work. On the other hand, opportunities to work in the medical sector of the economy 
may still be available. 

 However, the chance for them to return to their original occupations did not 
seem to matter to some of our respondents. Many of the women we interviewed said 
they would prefer to change professions if they returned to work in the future. Some 
thought of starting their own businesses. Others described transitioning to a caregiv-
ing profession. Many of the bond traders, financial managers, and attorneys we in-
terviewed indicated that when, and if, they returned to work they had their eyes on 
jobs such as elementary school teacher, social worker for the elderly, or advocate for 
patients in hospitals.  
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  Maintaining Status 

 So how can Jennifer and many other young at-home mothers manage to maintain the 
prestige and power that accompanied the upscale jobs they once trained for and held? 
A traditional way more common in the past was to associate themselves with their 
husband’s status. If she did so, Jennifer might have answered the what-do-you-do 
question by simply saying, “Oh, I am Paul’s wife.” But this kind of answer diminishes 
her past academic and occupational achievements. So she is more likely to mention 
what she used to do by saying “I am an attorney” or “I was an attorney with Brand 
and Cockrin, but I am home with the kids for a while.” 

 Finally, if they remain outside the workplace for long, women may choose to 
maintain a sense of occupational worth by serving in “quasi-professional” settings 
such as membership on the boards of civic associations, positions with nonprofit or-
ganizations, and aides at their children’s schools. 

 Finally, it is difficult at this point for us to predict what these young profession-
als, now turned full-time mothers, will do in the future as their children grow up and 
they are once again free to work. The move home may only be one phase in a life of 
shifting pressures, opportunities, and associated identities.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What is the relationship between occupation, class, and social identity in the 
United States?   

   2.    Shandy and Moe described Ernestine Friedl’s work on the degree to which males 
dominate females. What is Friedl’s main argument and what evidence does she 
use to support it?   

   3.    At what age are women likely to move from work to home, according to Shandy 
and Moe?   

   4.    What factors push women to “head home” instead of continuing to work?   

   5.    What factors pull women to do so?   

   6.    How do women who have left work to raise their children at home deal with the 
apparent loss of gender equality that comes with their domestic identity over 
their occupational one?      
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  23  
 Do Muslim Women Really 
Need Saving?         
   Lila Abu-Lughod   

   Should our government use the “liberation of women” to justify going to war (as Laura 
Bush suggested in a 2002 speech supporting the war in Afghanistan)? Not in the case 
of Afghanistan and other Muslim countries argues Lila Abu-Lughod in this article, if by 
liberation one means freeing women from a culture based on the importance of family 
and religion. In Afghanistan, as in many Muslim societies, there is a clear separation 
between the women’s world, which is most often focused on the family and household, 
and the more public role assumed by men. Nothing marks this separation more clearly 
than women’s public dress, which consists of the burqa, an article of clothing that covers 
women completely from head to toe, or scarves that cover the head but not the face. For 
Westerners and especially some Western feminists, the burqa has been a symbol of male 
exploitation and control of women; for most Muslim women, however, these garments 
signify modesty and the separation of private family-oriented lives from the public realm. 
Indeed, as Abu-Lughod puts it, the burqa serves as a kind of “mobile home” for women 
in public spaces, and the Western perspective seems ethnocentric as a result. The mean-
ing of the burqa was complicated in Afghanistan by its extension under Taliban rule to 
all women living in multi-ethnic Afghanistan, despite its original use only by Pashtuns. 
For the Taliban, the burqa was a sign of religious piety, not only one that signified public 
modesty. Although some Afghan women may have adopted its religious meaning, its not 
surprising that many women, motivated by its usual significance, continued to wear the 
garment despite liberation by NATO troops. Abu-Lughod concludes that instead of saving 
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Afghan women from their own cultural customs and values, Western feminists 
should concentrate their efforts on helping to bring “justice” to women’s lives by 
preventing war and increasing education and freedom from want.    What are the 
ethics of the current “War on Terrorism,” a war that justifies itself by purporting 
to liberate, or save, Afghan women? Does anthropology have anything to offer in 
our search for a viable position to take regarding this rationale for war?      *     

           Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

        I want to point out the minefields—a metaphor that is sadly too apt for a country 
like Afghanistan, with the world’s highest number of mines per capita—of this obses-
sion with the plight of Muslim women. I hope to show some way through them using 
insights from anthropology, the discipline whose charge has been to understand and 
manage cultural difference. 

 The question is why knowing about the “culture” of the region, and particularly 
its religious beliefs and treatment of women, was more urgent than exploring the his-
tory of the development of repressive regimes in the region and the U.S. role in this 
history. Such cultural framing, it seemed to me, prevented the serious exploration of 
the roots and nature of human suffering in this part of the world. Instead of politi-
cal and historical explanations, experts were being asked to give religio-cultural ones. 
Instead of questions that might lead to the exploration of global interconnections, we 
were offered ones that worked to artificially divide the world into separate spheres—
recreating an imaginative geography of West versus East, us versus Muslims, cultures 
in which First Ladies give speeches versus others where women shuffle around si-
lently in burqas. 

 Most pressing for me was why the Muslim woman in general, and the Afghan 
woman in particular, were so crucial to this cultural mode of explanation, which 
ignored the complex entanglements in which we are all implicated, in sometimes 
surprising alignments. Why were these female symbols being mobilized in this “War 
against Terrorism” in a way they were not in other conflicts? Laura Bush’s radio ad-
dress on November 17 reveals the political work such mobilization accomplishes. 
On the one hand, her address collapsed important distinctions that should have 
been maintained. There was a constant slippage between the Taliban and the ter-
rorists, so that they became almost one word—a kind of hyphenated monster iden-
tity: the Taliban-and-the-terrorists. Then there was the blurring of the very separate 
causes in Afghanistan of women’s continuing malnutrition, poverty, and ill health, 
and their more recent exclusion under the Taliban from employment, schooling, 
and the joys of wearing nail polish. On the other hand, her speech reinforced chas-
mic divides, primarily between the “civilized people throughout the world” whose 
hearts break for the women and children of Afghanistan and the Taliban-and-the-
terrorists, the cultural monsters who want to, as she put it, “impose their world on 
the rest of us.” 

 Most revealingly, the speech enlisted women to justify American bombing and 
intervention in Afghanistan and to make a case for the “War on Terrorism” of which 
it was allegedly a part. As Laura Bush said, “Because of our recent military gains 
in much of Afghanistan, women are no longer imprisoned in their homes. They can 

 *  From “Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on Cultural Relativism and 
Its Others,”  The American Anthropologist  104 (2002), no. 3. Reprinted by permission of Wiley-Blackwell 
Publishing. 
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listen to music and teach their daughters without fear of punishment. . . . The fight 
against terrorism is also a fight for the rights and dignity of women.”  1    

 These words have haunting resonances for anyone who has studied colonial 
history. Many who have worked on British colonialism in South Asia have noted 
the use of the woman question in colonial policies where intervention into sati (the 
practice of widows immolating themselves on their husbands’ funeral pyres), child 
marriage, and other practices was used to justify rule. As Gayatri Chakravorty Spi-
vak has cynically put it: white men saving brown women from brown men. The 
historical record is full of similar cases, including in the Middle East. In  Turn of the 
Century Egypt , what Leila Ahmed has called “colonial feminism” was hard at work. 
This was a selective concern about the plight of Egyptian women that focused on 
the veil as a sign of oppression but gave no support to women’s education and was 
professed loudly by the same Englishman, Lord Cromer, who opposed women’s suf-
frage back home. 

 Sociologist Marnia Lazreg has offered some vivid examples of how French colo-
nialism enlisted women to its cause in Algeria. She describes skits at awards ceremo-
nies at the Muslim Girls’ School in Algiers in 1851 and 1852. In the first skit, written 
by “a French lady from Algiers,” two Algerian Arab girls reminisced about their trip to 
France with words including the following: 

   Oh! Protective France: Oh! Hospitable France! . . . 

 Noble land, where I felt free 

 Under Christian skies to pray to our God: . . . . 

 God bless you for the happiness you bring us! 

 And you, adoptive mother, who taught us 

 That we have a share of this world, 

 We will cherish you forever!  2      

 These girls are made to invoke the gift of a share of this world, a world where 
freedom reigns under Christian skies. This is not the world the Taliban-and-the- 
terrorists would “like to impose on the rest of us.” 

 Just as I argued above that we need to be suspicious when neat cultural icons 
are plastered over messier historical and political narratives, so we need to be wary 
when Lord Cromer in British-ruled Egypt, French ladies in Algeria, and Laura Bush, 
all with military troops behind them, claim to be saving or liberating Muslim women. 

  Politics of the Veil 

 I want now to look more closely at those Afghan women Laura Bush claimed were 
“rejoicing” at their liberation by the Americans. This necessitates a discussion of the 
veil, or the burqa, because it is so central to contemporary concerns about Muslim 
women. This will set the stage for a discussion of how anthropologists, feminist an-
thropologists in particular, contend with the problem of difference in a global world. 

 1  U.S. Government. 2002. Electronic document,  http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2001/11/20011117 . 
Accessed January 10. 

 2  Lazreg, Marnia. 1994.  The Eloquence of Silence: Algerian Women in Question . New York: Routledge. 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2001/11/20011117


 C H A P T E R  2 3   Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving 211

In the conclusion, I will return to the rhetoric of saving Muslim women and offer an 
alternative. 

 It is common popular knowledge that the ultimate sign of the oppression of 
Afghan women under the Taliban-and-the-terrorists is that they were forced to wear 
the burqa. Liberals sometimes confess their surprise that even though Afghanistan 
has been liberated from the Taliban, women do not seem to be throwing off their bur-
qas. Someone who has worked in Muslim regions must ask why this is so surprising. 
Did we expect that once “free” from the Taliban they would go “back” to belly shirts 
and blue jeans, or dust off their Chanel suits? We need to be more sensible about the 
clothing of “women of cover,” and so there is perhaps a need to make some basic 
points about veiling. 

 First, it should be recalled that the Taliban did not invent the burqa. It was the 
local form of covering that Pashtun women in one region wore when they went out. 
The Pashtun are one of several ethnic groups in Afghanistan and the burqa was one 
of many forms of covering in the subcontinent and Southwest Asia that has developed 
as a convention for symbolizing women’s modesty or respectability. The burqa, like 
some other forms of “cover” has, in many settings, marked the symbolic separation of 
men’s and women’s spheres, as part of the general association of women with family 
and home, not with public space where strangers mingled. 

 Twenty years ago the anthropologist Hanna Papanek, who worked in Pakistan, 
described the burqa as “portable seclusion.” She noted that many saw it as a liberat-
ing invention because it enabled women to move out of segregated living spaces while 
still observing the basic moral requirements of separating and protecting women 
from unrelated men. Ever since I came across her phrase “portable seclusion,” I have 
thought of these enveloping robes as “mobile homes.” Everywhere, such veiling signi-
fies belonging to a particular community and participating in a moral way of life in 
which families are paramount in the organization of communities and the home is 
associated with the sanctity of women. 

 The obvious question that follows is this: If this were the case, why would women 
suddenly become immodest? Why would they suddenly throw off the markers of their 
respectability, markers, whether burqas or other forms of cover, which were supposed 
to assure their protection in the public sphere from the harassment of strange men 
by symbolically signaling to all that they were still in the inviolable space of their 
homes, even though moving in the public realm? Especially when these are forms of 
dress that had become so conventional that most women gave little thought to their 
meaning. 

 To draw some analogies, none of them perfect, why are we surprised that Afghan 
women do not throw off their burqas when we know perfectly well that it would not 
be appropriate to wear shorts to the opera? At the time these discussions of Afghan 
women’s burqas were raging, a friend of mine was chided by her husband for sug-
gesting she wanted to wear a pantsuit to a fancy wedding: “You know you don’t wear 
pants to a WASP wedding,” he reminded her. New Yorkers know that the beautifully 
coiffed Hasidic women . . . are wearing wigs. This is because religious belief and 
community standards of propriety require the covering of the hair. They also alter 
boutique fashions to include high necks and long sleeves. As anthropologists know 
perfectly well, people wear the appropriate form of dress for their social communities 
and are guided by socially shared standards, religious beliefs, and moral ideals, unless 
they deliberately transgress to make a point or are unable to afford proper cover. If we 
think that U.S. women live in a world of choice regarding clothing, all we need to do 
is remind ourselves of the expression, “the tyranny of fashion.” 
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 What had happened in Afghanistan under the Taliban is that one regional style 
of covering or veiling, associated with a certain respectable but not elite class, was 
imposed on everyone as “religiously” appropriate, even though previously there had 
been many different styles, popular or traditional with different groups and classes—
different ways to mark women’s propriety, or, in more recent times, religious piety. Al-
though I am not an expert on Afghanistan, I imagine that the majority of women left 
in Afghanistan by the time the Taliban took control were the rural or less educated, 
from nonelite families, since they were the only ones who could not emigrate to es-
cape the hardship and violence that has marked Afghanistan’s recent history. If liber-
ated from the enforced wearing of burqas, most of these women would choose some 
other form of modest headcovering, like all those living nearby who were not under 
the Taliban—their rural Hindu counterparts in the North of India (who cover their 
heads and veil their faces from affines) or their Muslim sisters in Pakistan. 

 Even The  New York Times  carried an article about Afghan women refugees in 
Pakistan that attempted to educate readers about this local variety. The article de-
scribes and pictures everything from the now-iconic burqa with the embroidered eye-
holes, which a Pashtun woman explains is the proper dress for her community, to 
large scarves they call chadors, to the new Islamic modest dress that wearers refer to 
as  hijab . Those in the new Islamic dress are characteristically students heading for 
professional careers, especially in medicine, just like their counterparts from Egypt 
to Malaysia. One wearing the large scarf was a school principal; the other was a poor 
street vendor. The telling quote from the young street vendor is, “If I did [wear the 
burqa] the refugees would tease me because the burqa is for ‘good women’ who stay 
inside the home.”  3   Here you can see the local status associated with the burqa—it is 
for good respectable women from strong families who are not forced to make a living 
selling on the street.  

 The British newspaper  The Guardian  published an interview in January 2002 
with Dr. Suheila Siddiqi, a respected surgeon in Afghanistan who holds the rank of 
lieutenant general in the Afghan medical corps.  4   A woman in her sixties, she comes 
from an elite family and, like her sisters, was educated. Unlike most women of her 
class, she chose not to go into exile. She is presented in the article as “the woman 
who stood up to the Taliban” because she refused to wear the burqa. She had made 
it a condition of returning to her post as head of a major hospital when the Taliban 
came begging in 1996, just eight months after firing her along with other women. Sid-
diqi is described as thin, glamorous, and confident. But further into the article it is 
noted that her graying bouffant hair is covered in a gauzy veil. This is a reminder that 
though she refused the burqa, she had no question about wearing the chador or scarf.  

 Finally, I need to make a crucial point about veiling. Not only are there many 
forms of covering, which themselves have different meanings in the communities in 
which they are used, but also veiling itself must not be confused with, or made to 
stand for, lack of agency. As I have argued in my ethnography of a Bedouin commu-
nity in Egypt in the late 1970s and 1980s, pulling the black head cloth over the face in 
front of older respected men is considered a voluntary act by women who are deeply 
committed to being moral and have a sense of honor tied to family. One of the ways 
they show their standing is by covering their faces in certain contexts. They decide for 
whom they feel it is appropriate to veil. 

 3  Fremson, Ruth. 2001. Allure Must Be Covered. Individuality Peeks Through.  New York Times,  November 4:14. 

 4  Goldenberg, Suzanne. 2002. The Woman Who Stood Up to the Taliban.  The Guardian,  January 24. Elec-
tronic document,  http://222.guardian.co.uk/afghanistan/story/0,1284,63840.  

http://222.guardian.co.uk/afghanistan/story/0,1284,63840
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 To take a very different case, the modern Islamic modest dress that many edu-
cated women across the Muslim world have taken on since the mid-1970s now both 
publicly marks piety and can be read as a sign of educated urban sophistication, a 
sort of modernity. As Saba Mahmood  has so brilliantly shown in her ethnography of 
women in the mosque movement in Egypt, this new form of dress is also perceived 
by many of the women who adopt it as part of a bodily means to cultivate virtue, the 
outcome of their professed desire to be close to God.  5    

 Two points emerge from this fairly basic discussion of the meanings of veiling 
in the contemporary Muslim world. First, we need to work against the reductive in-
terpretation of veiling as the quintessential sign of women’s unfreedom, even if we 
object to state imposition of this form, as in Iran or with the Taliban. (It must be 
recalled that the modernizing states of Turkey and Iran had earlier in the century 
banned veiling and required men, except religious clerics, to adopt Western dress.) 
What does freedom mean if we accept the fundamental premise that humans are 
social beings, always raised in certain social and historical contexts and belonging 
to particular communities that shape their desires and understandings of the world? 
Is it not a gross violation of women’s own understandings of what they are doing to 
simply denounce the burqa as a medieval imposition? Second, we must take care 
not to reduce the diverse situations and attitudes of millions of Muslim women to a 
single item of clothing. Perhaps it is time to give up the Western obsession with the 
veil and focus on some serious issues with which feminists and others should indeed 
be concerned. 

 Ultimately, the significant political-ethical problem the burqa raises is how to 
deal with cultural “others.” How are we to deal with difference without accepting 
the passivity implied by the cultural relativism for which anthropologists are justly 
famous—a relativism that says it’s their culture and it’s not my business to judge or in-
terfere, only to try to understand. Cultural relativism is certainly an improvement on 
ethnocentrism and the racism, cultural imperialism, and imperiousness that underlie 
it; the problem is that it is too late not to interfere. The forms of lives we find around 
the world are already products of long histories of interactions. 

 We need to look closely at what we are supporting (and what we are not) and to 
think carefully about why. . . . I do not know how many feminists who felt good about 
saving Afghan women from the Taliban are also asking for a global redistribution of 
wealth or contemplating sacrificing their own consumption radically so that African 
or Afghan women could have some chance of having what I do believe should be a 
universal human right—the right to freedom from the structural violence of global 
inequality and from the ravages of war, the everyday rights of having enough to eat, 
having homes for their families in which to live and thrive, having ways to make de-
cent livings so their children can grow, and having the strength and security to work 
out, within their communities and with whatever alliances they want, how to live a 
good life, which might very well include changing the ways those communities are 
organized. 

 . . . For that, we need to confront two more big issues. First is the acceptance of 
the possibility of difference. Can we only free Afghan women to be like us or might 
we have to recognize that even after “liberation” from the Taliban, they might want 
different things than we would want for them? What do we do about that? Second, 

 5  Mahmood, Saba. 2001. Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent: Some Reflections on the 
Egyptian Islamic Revival.  Cultural Anthropology  16(2): 202–235. 
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we need to be vigilant about the rhetoric of saving people because of what it implies 
about our attitudes. 

 Again, when I talk about accepting difference, I am not implying that we should 
resign ourselves to being cultural relativists who respect whatever goes on elsewhere 
as “just their culture.” I have already discussed the dangers of “cultural” explanations; 
“their” cultures are just as much part of history and an interconnected world as ours 
are. What I am advocating is the hard work involved in recognizing and respecting 
differences—precisely as products of different histories, as expressions of different 
circumstances, and as manifestations of differently structured desires. We may want 
justice for women, but can we accept that there might be different ideas about justice 
and that different women might want, or choose, different futures from what we envi-
sion as best? We must consider that they might be called to personhood, so to speak, 
in a different language. 

 Reports from the Bonn peace conference held in late November to discuss the 
rebuilding of Afghanistan revealed significant differences among the few Afghan 
women feminists and activists present. RAWA’s position was to reject any concilia-
tory approach to Islamic governance. According to one report I read, most women 
activists, especially those based in Afghanistan who are aware of the realities on the 
ground, agreed that Islam had to be the starting point for reform. Fatima Gailani, a 
U.S.-based advisor to one of the delegations, is quoted as saying, “If I go to Afghani-
stan today and ask women for votes on the promise to bring them secularism, they 
are going to tell me to go to hell.” 

 One of the things we have to be most careful about in thinking about Third World 
feminisms, and feminism in different parts of the Muslim world, is how not to fall 
into polarizations that place feminism on the side of the West. I have written about 
the dilemmas faced by Arab feminists when Western feminists initiate campaigns 
that make them vulnerable to local denunciations by conservatives of various sorts, 
whether Islamist or nationalist, of being traitors. As some like Afsaneh Najmabadi are 
now arguing, not only is it wrong to see history simplistically in terms of a putative 
opposition between Islam and the West (as is happening in the United States now and 
has happened in parallel in the Muslim world), but it is also strategically dangerous to 
accept this cultural opposition between Islam and the West, between fundamentalism 
and feminism, because those many people within Muslim countries who are trying 
to find alternatives to present injustices, those who might want to refuse the divide 
and take from different histories and cultures, who do not accept that being feminist 
means being Western, will be under pressure to choose, just as we are: Are you with 
us or against us? 

 My point is to remind us to be aware of differences, respectful of other paths 
toward social change that might give women better lives. Can there be a liberation 
that is Islamic? And, beyond this, is liberation even a goal for which all women or 
people strive? Are emancipation, equality, and rights part of a universal language we 
must use? 

 Might other desires be more meaningful for different groups of people? Living 
in close families? Living in a godly way? Living without war? I have done fieldwork 
in Egypt over more than 20 years and I cannot think of a single woman I know, from 
the poorest rural to the most educated cosmopolitan, who has ever expressed envy 
of U.S. women, women they tend to perceive as bereft of community, vulnerable to 
sexual violence and social anomie, driven by individual success rather than morality, 
or strangely disrespectful of God.  
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  Beyond the Rhetoric of Salvation 

 Let us return, finally, to my title, “Do Muslim Women Need Saving?” The discussion of 
culture, veiling, and how one can navigate the shoals of cultural difference should put 
Laura Bush’s self-congratulation about the rejoicing of Afghan women liberated by 
American troops in a different light. It is deeply problematic to construct the Afghan 
woman as someone in need of saving. When you save someone, you imply that you 
are saving her from something. You are also saving her to something. What violences 
are entailed in this transformation, and what presumptions are being made about the 
superiority of that to which you are saving her? Projects of saving other women de-
pend on and reinforce a sense of superiority by Westerners, a form of arrogance that 
deserves to be challenged. All one needs to do to appreciate the patronizing quality of 
the rhetoric of saving women is to imagine using it today in the United States about 
disadvantaged groups such as African American women or working-class women. We 
now understand them as suffering from structural violence. We have become politi-
cized about race and class, but not culture. 

 Could we not leave veils and vocations of saving others behind and instead train 
our sights on ways to make the world a more just place? The reason respect for dif-
ference should not be confused with cultural relativism is that it does not preclude 
asking how we, living in this privileged and powerful part of the world, might exam-
ine our own responsibilities for the situations in which others in distant places have 
found themselves. We do not stand outside the world, looking out over this sea of 
poor benighted people, living under the shadow—or veil—of oppressive cultures; we 
are part of that world. Islamic movements themselves have arisen in a world shaped 
by the intense engagements of Western powers in Middle Eastern lives. 

 A more productive approach, it seems to me, is to ask how we might contribute 
to making the world a more just place. A world not organized around strategic mili-
tary and economic demands; a place where certain kinds of forces and values that we 
may still consider important could have an appeal and where there is the peace neces-
sary for discussions, debates, and transformations to occur within communities. We 
need to ask ourselves what kinds of world conditions we could contribute to making 
such that popular desires will not be overdetermined by an overwhelming sense of 
helplessness in the face of forms of global injustice. Where we seek to be active in the 
affairs of distant places, can we do so in the spirit of support for those within those 
communities whose goals are to make women’s (and men’s) lives better? Can we use a 
more egalitarian language of alliances, coalitions, and solidarity, instead of salvation? 

 Even RAWA, the now celebrated Revolutionary Association of the Women of 
Afghanistan, which was so instrumental in bringing to U.S. women’s attention the 
excesses of the Taliban, has opposed the U.S. bombing from the beginning. They do 
not see in it Afghan women’s salvation but increased hardship and loss. They have 
long called for disarmament and for peacekeeping forces. Spokespersons point out 
the dangers of confusing governments with people, the Taliban with innocent Afghans 
who will be most harmed. They consistently remind audiences to take a close look at 
the ways policies are being organized around oil interests, the arms industry, and the 
international drug trade. They are not obsessed with the veil, even though they are 
the most radical feminists working for a secular democratic Afghanistan. Unfortu-
nately, only their messages about the excesses of the Taliban have been heard, even 
though their criticisms of those in power in Afghanistan have included previous re-
gimes. A first step in hearing their wider message is to break with the language of 
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alien cultures, whether to understand or eliminate them. Missionary work and colo-
nial feminism belong in the past. Our task is to critically explore what we might do 
to help create a world in which those poor Afghan women, for whom “the hearts of 
those in the civilized world break,” can have safety and decent lives.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What is meant by colonial feminism? Can you think of other examples of changes 
to local custom promoted by colonial administrations?   

   2.    How did Laura Bush and other U.S. officials use the lives of Afghan women to 
justify the invasion and bombing of Afghanistan?   

   3.    What is the American perception of the burqa and how does that differ from the 
way women who wear the garment perceive its meaning? How has the American 
perception of the burqa influenced policy toward military intervention?   

   4.    What meaning has the Taliban given the burqa and how is that related to the 
meaning given the garment by Americans?   

   5.    What do the concepts of ethnocentrism and cultural relativism mean? How do 
they relate to Abu-Lughod’s argument?   

   6.    Can Americans find ways of helping Afghan women without “saving them”? 
What might some of these ways be?      
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  24  
 Mixed Blood         
   Jefferson M. Fish    

   Many Americans believe that people can be divided into races. For them, races are biologi-
cally defined groups. Anthropologists, on the other hand, have long argued that U.S. racial 
groups are American cultural constructions; they represent the way Americans classify peo-
ple rather than a genetically determined reality. In this article, Jeffrey Fish demonstrates the 
cultural basis of race by comparing how races are defined in the United States and Brazil. 
In America, a person’s race is determined not by how he or she looks, but by his or her herit-
age. A person will be classified as black, for example, if one of his or her parents is classified 
that way no matter what the person looks like. In Brazil, on the other hand, people are clas-
sified into a series of  tipos  on the basis of how they look. The same couple may have chil-
dren classified into three or four different  tipos  based on a number of physical markers such 
as skin color and nose shape. As a result, Fish’s daughter, who has brown skin and whose 
mother is black, can change her race from black in the United States to  moreno  (brunette), 
a category just behind  branca  (blond) in Brazil, by simply taking a plane there.      *     

           Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com       

        Last year my daughter, who had been living in Rio de Janeiro, and her Brazilian boyfriend 
paid a visit to my cross-cultural psychology class. They had agreed to be  interviewed about 

           

 *  “Mixed Blood” by Jeffrey M. Fish. Reproduced with permission from  Psychology Today,  copyright © 2008. 
 www.psychologytoday.com  

www.psychologytoday.com
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Brazilian culture. At one point in the interview I asked her, “Are you black?” She said, 
“Yes.” I then asked him the question, and he said “No.” 

 “How can that be?” I asked. “He’s darker than she is.” 
 Psychologists have begun talking about race again. They think that it may be 

useful in explaining the biological bases of behavior. For example, following publi-
cation of  The Bell Curve,  there has been renewed debate about whether black–white 
group differences in scores on IQ tests reflect racial differences in intelligence. (Be-
cause this article is about race, it will mainly use racial terms, like black and white, 
rather than cultural terms, like African-American and European-American.) 

 The problem with debates like the one over race and IQ is that psychologists on 
both sides of the controversy make a totally unwarranted assumption: that there is a 
biological entity called “race.” If there were such an entity, then it would at least be 
possible that differences in behavior between “races” might be biologically based. 

 Before considering the controversy, however, it is reasonable to step back and 
ask ourselves “What is race?” If, as happens to be the case, race is not a biologically 
meaningful concept, then looking for biologically based racial differences in behavior 
is simply a waste of time. 

 The question “What is race?” can be divided into two more limited ones. The 
answers to both questions have long been known by anthropologists, but seem not to 
have reached other social or behavioral scientists, let alone the public at large. And 
both answers differ strikingly from what we Americans think of as race. 

 The first question is “How can we understand the variation in physical appear-
ance among human beings?” It is interesting to discover that Americans (including re-
searchers, who should know better) view only a part of the variation as “racial,” while 
other equally evident variability is not so viewed. 

 The second question is “How can we understand the kinds of racial classifica-
tions applied to differences in physical appearance among human beings?” Surpris-
ingly, different cultures label these physical differences in different ways. Far from 
describing biological entities, American racial categories are merely one of numerous, 
very culture-specific schemes for reducing uncertainty about how people should re-
spond to other people. The fact that Americans believe that Asians, blacks, Hispanics, 
and whites constitute biological entities called races is a matter of cultural interest 
rather than scientific substance. It tells us something about American culture—but 
nothing at all about the human species. 

 The short answer to the question “What is race?” is: There is no such thing. Race 
is a myth. And our racial classification scheme is loaded with pure fantasy. 

 Let’s start with human physical variation. Human beings are a species, which 
means that people from anywhere on the planet can mate with others from any-
where else and produce fertile offspring. (Horses and donkeys are two different spe-
cies because, even though they can mate with each other, their offspring—mules—are 
sterile.) 

 Our species evolved in Africa from earlier forms and eventually spread out 
around the planet. Over time, human populations that were geographically sepa-
rated from one another came to differ in physical appearance. They came by these 
differences through three major pathways: mutation, natural selection, and genetic 
drift. Since genetic mutations occur randomly, different mutations occur and accu-
mulate over time in geographically separated populations. Also, as we have known 
since Darwin, different geographical environments select for different physical traits 
that confer a survival advantage. But the largest proportion of variability among 
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populations may well result from purely random factors; this random change in the 
frequencies of already existing genes is known as genetic drift. 

 If an earthquake or disease kills off a large segment of a population, those who 
survive to reproduce are likely to differ from the original population in many ways. 
Similarly, if a group divides and a subgroup moves away, the two groups will, by 
chance, differ in the frequency of various genes. Even the mere fact of physical sepa-
ration will, over time, lead two equivalent populations to differ in the frequency of 
genes. These randomly acquired population differences will accumulate over succes-
sive generations along with any others due to mutation or natural selection. 

 A number of differences in physical appearance among populations around the 
globe appear to have adaptive value. For example, people in the tropics of Africa and 
South America came to have dark skins, presumably, through natural selection, as 
protection against the sun. In cold areas, like northern Europe or northern North 
America, which are dark for long periods of time, and where people covered their 
bodies for warmth, people came to have light skins—light skins make maximum use 
of sunlight to produce vitamin D. 

 The indigenous peoples of the New World arrived about 15,000 years ago, dur-
ing the last ice age, following game across the Bering Strait. (The sea level was low 
enough to create a land bridge because so much water was in the form of ice.) Thus, 
the dark-skinned Indians of the South American tropics are descended from light-
skinned ancestors, similar in appearance to the Eskimo. In other words, even though 
skin color is the most salient feature thought by Americans to be an indicator of 
race—and race is assumed to have great time depth—it is subject to relatively rapid 
evolutionary change. 

 Meanwhile, the extra (“epicanthic”) fold of eyelid skin, which Americans also 
view as racial, and which evolved in Asian populations to protect the eye against the 
cold, continues to exist among South American native peoples because its presence 
(unlike a light skin) offers no reproductive disadvantage. Hence, skin color and eyelid 
form, which Americans think of as traits of different races, occur together or sepa-
rately in different populations. 

 Like skin color, there are other physical differences that also appear to have 
evolved through natural selection—but which Americans do not think of as racial. 
Take, for example, body shape. Some populations in very cold climates, like the 
Eskimo, developed rounded bodies. This is because the more spherical an object is, 
the less surface area it has to radiate heat. In contrast, some populations in very hot 
climates, like the Masai, developed lanky bodies. Like the tubular pipes of an old-
fashioned radiator, the high ratio of surface area to volume allows people to radiate a 
lot of heat. 

 In terms of American’s way of thinking about race, lanky people and rounded 
people are simply two kinds of whites or blacks. But it is equally reasonable to view 
light-skinned people and dark-skinned people as two kinds of “lankys” or “roundeds.” 
In other words, our categories for racial classification of people arbitrarily include 
certain dimensions (light versus dark skin) and exclude others (rounded versus elon-
gated bodies). 

 There is no biological basis for classifying race according to skin color instead of 
body form—or according to any other variable, for that matter. All that exists is vari-
ability in what people look like—and the arbitrary and culturally specific ways differ-
ent societies classify that variability. There is nothing left over that can be called race. 
This is why race is a myth. 
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 Skin color and body form do not vary together: Not all dark-skinned people are 
lanky; similarly, light-skinned people may be lanky or rounded. The same can be said 
of the facial features Americans think of as racial—eye color, nose width (actually, the 
ratio of width to length), lip thickness (“evertedness”), hair form, and hair color. They 
do not vary together either. If they did, then a “totally white” person would have very 
light skin color, straight blond hair, blue eyes, a narrow nose, and thin lips; a “totally 
black” person would have very dark skin color, black tight curly hair, dark brown eyes, 
a broad nose, and thick lips; those in between would have—to a correlated degree—
wavy light brown hair, light brown eyes, and intermediate nose and lip forms. 

 While people of mixed European and African ancestry who look like this do ex-
ist, they are the exception rather than the rule. Anyone who wants to can make up a 
chart of facial features (choose a location with a diverse population, say, the New York 
City subway) and verify that there are people with all possible admixtures of facial 
features. One might see someone with tight curly blond hair, light skin, blue eyes, 
broad nose, and thick lips—whose features are half “black” and half “white.” That is, 
each of the person’s facial features occupies one end or the other of a supposedly ra-
cial continuum, with no intermediary forms (like wavy light brown hair). Such people 
are living proof that supposedly racial features do not vary together. 

 Since the human species has spent most of its existence in Africa, different pop-
ulations in Africa have been separated from each other longer than East Asians or 
Northern Europeans have been separated from each other or from Africans. As a re-
sult, there is remarkable physical variation among the peoples of Africa, which goes 
unrecognized by Americans who view them all as belonging to the same race. 

 In contrast to the very tall Masai, the diminutive stature of the very short Pyg-
mies may have evolved as an advantage in moving rapidly through tangled forest 
vegetation. The Bushmen of the Kalahari desert have very large (“steatopygous”) but-
tocks, presumably to store body fat in one place for times of food scarcity, while leav-
ing the rest of the body uninsulated to radiate heat. They also have “peppercorn” hair. 
Hair in separated tufts, like tight curly hair, leaves space to radiate the heat that rises 
through the body to the scalp; straight hair lies flat and holds in body heat, like a cap. 
By viewing Africans as constituting a single race, Americans ignore their greater phys-
ical variability, while assigning racial significance to lesser differences between them. 

 Although it is true that most inhabitants of northern Europe, east Asia, and cen-
tral Africa look like Americans’ conceptions of one or another of the three purported 
races, most inhabitants of south Asia, southwest Asia, north Africa, and the Pacific 
islands do not. Thus, the 19th century view of the human species as comprised of 
Caucasoid, Mongoloid, and Negroid races, still held by many Americans, is based on 
a partial and unrepresentative view of human variability. In other words, what is now 
known about human physical variation does not correspond to what Americans think 
of as race. 

 In contrast to the question of the actual physical variation among human beings, 
there is the question of how people classify that variation. Scientists classify things in 
scientific taxonomies—chemists’ periodic table of the elements, biologists’ classifica-
tion of life forms into kingdoms, phyla, and so forth. 

 In every culture, people also classify things along culture-specific dimensions 
of meaning. For example, paper clips and staples are understood by Americans as 
paper fasteners, and nails are not, even though, in terms of their physical proper-
ties, all three consist of differently shaped pieces of metal wire. The physical variation 
in pieces of metal wire can be seen as analogous to human physical variation; and 
the categories of cultural meaning, like paper fasteners versus wood fasteners, can be 
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seen as analogous to races. Anthropologists refer to these kinds of classifications as 
folk taxonomies. 

 Consider the avocado—is it a fruit or a vegetable? Americans insist it is a vegeta-
ble. We eat it in salads with oil and vinegar. Brazilians, on the other hand, would say it 
is a fruit. They eat it for dessert with lemon juice and sugar. 

 How can we explain this difference in classification? 
 The avocado is an edible plant, and the American and Brazilian folk taxonomies, 

while containing cognate terms, classify some edible plants differently. The avocado 
does not change. It is the same biological entity, but its folk classification changes, 
depending on who’s doing the classifying. 

 Human beings are also biological entities. Just as we can ask if an avocado is a 
fruit or a vegetable, we can ask if a person is white or black. And when we ask race 
questions, the answers we get come from folk taxonomies, not scientific ones. Terms 
like “white” or “black” applied to people—or “vegetable” or “fruit” applied to avoca-
dos—do not give us biological information about people or avocados. Rather, they ex-
emplify how cultural groups (Brazilians or Americans) classify people and avocados. 

 Americans believe in “blood,” a folk term for the quality presumed to be carried 
by members of so-called races. And the way offspring—regardless of their physical 
appearance—always inherit the less prestigious racial category of mixed parentage is 
called “hypo-descent” by anthropologists. A sentence thoroughly intelligible to most 
Americans might be, “Since Mary’s father is white and her mother is black, Mary is 
black because she has black ‘blood.’” American researchers who think they are stud-
ying racial differences in behavior would, like other Americans, classify Mary as 
black—although she has just as much white “blood.” 

 According to hypo-descent, the various purported racial categories are arranged 
in a hierarchy along a single dimension, from the most prestigious (“white”), through 
intermediary forms (“Asian”), to the least prestigious (“black”). And when a couple 
come from two different categories, all their children (the “descent” in “hypo-descent”) 
are classified as belonging to the less prestigious category (thus, the “hypo”). Hence, 
all the offspring of one “white” parent and one “black” parent—regardless of the chil-
dren’s physical appearance—are called “black” in the United States. 

 The American folk concept of “blood” does not behave like genes. Genes are 
units which cannot be subdivided. When several genes jointly determine a trait, 
chance decides which ones come from each parent. For example, if eight genes de-
termine a trait, a child gets four from each parent. If a mother and a father each have 
the hypothetical genes BBBBWWWW, then a child could be born with any combina-
tion of B and W genes, from BBBBBBBB to WWWWWWWW. In contrast, the folk 
concept “blood” behaves like a uniform and continuous entity. It can be divided in 
two indefinitely—for example, quadroons and octoroons are said to be people who 
have one-quarter and one-eighth black “blood,” respectively. Oddly, because of hypo-
descent, Americans consider people with one-eighth black “blood” to be black rather 
than white, despite their having seven-eighths white “blood.” 

 Hypo-descent, or “blood,” is not informative about the physical appearance 
of people. For example, when two parents called black in the United States have a 
number of children, the children are likely to vary in physical appearance. In the case 
of skin color, they might vary from lighter than the lighter parent to darker than the 
darker parent. However, they would all receive the same racial classification—black—
regardless of their skin color. 

 All that hypo-descent tells you is that, when someone is classified as something 
other than white (e.g., Asian), at least one of his or her parents is classified in the same 
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way, and that neither parent has a less prestigious classification (e.g., black). That 
is, hypo-descent is informative about ancestry—specifically, parental classification—
rather than physical appearance. 

 There are many strange consequences of our folk taxonomy. For example, some-
one who inherited no genes that produce “African”-appearing physical features would 
still be considered black if he or she has a parent classified as black. The category 
“passing for white” includes many such people. Americans have the curious belief 
that people who look white but have a parent classified as black are “really” black in 
some biological sense, and are being deceptive if they present themselves as white. 
Such examples make it clear that race is a social rather than a physical classification. 

 From infancy, human beings learn to recognize very subtle differences in the 
faces of those around them. Black babies see a wider variety of black faces than white 
faces, and white babies see a wider variety of white faces than black faces. Because 
they are exposed only to a limited range of human variation, adult members of each 
“race” come to see their own group as containing much wider variation than others. 
Thus, because of this perceptual learning, blacks see greater physical variation among 
themselves than among whites, while whites see the opposite. In this case, however, 
there is a clear answer to the question of which group contains greater physical vari-
ability. Blacks are correct. 

 Why is this the case? 
 Take a moment. Think of yourself as an amateur anthropologist and try to step 

out of American culture, however briefly. 
 It is often difficult to get white people to accept what at first appears to contra-

dict the evidence they can see clearly with their own eyes—but which is really the 
result of a history of perceptual learning. However, the reason that blacks view them-
selves as more varied is not that their vision is more accurate. Rather, it is that blacks 
too have a long—but different—history of perceptual learning from that of whites 
(and also that they have been observers of a larger range of human variation). 

 The fact of greater physical variation among blacks than whites in America goes 
back to the principle of hypo-descent, which classifies all people with one black par-
ent and one white parent as black. If they were all considered white, then there would 
be more physical variation among whites. Someone with one-eighth white “blood” 
and seven-eighths black “blood” would be considered white; anyone with any white 
ancestry would be considered white. In other words, what appears to be a difference 
in biological variability is really a difference in cultural classification. 

 Perhaps the clearest way to understand that the American folk taxonomy of race 
is merely one of many—arbitrary and unscientific like all the others—is to contrast 
it with a very different one, that of Brazil. The Portuguese word that in the Brazilian 
folk taxonomy corresponds to the American “race” is  “tipo.” Tipo,  a cognate of the 
English word “type,” is a descriptive term that serves as a kind of shorthand for a se-
ries of physical features. Because people’s physical features vary separately from one 
another, there are an awful lot of tipos in Brazil. 

 Since tipos are descriptive terms, they vary regionally in Brazil—in part reflect-
ing regional differences in the development of colloquial Portuguese, but in part 
because the physical variation they describe is different in different regions. The Bra-
zilian situation is so complex I will limit my delineation of tipos to some of the main 
ones used in the city of Salvador, Bahia, to describe people whose physical appear-
ance is understood to be made up of African and European features. (I will use the 
female terms throughout; in nearly all cases the male term simply changes the last 
letter from  a  to  o. ) 
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 Proceeding along a dimension from the “whitest” to the “blackest” tipos, a  loura  is 
whiter-than-white, with straight blond hair, blue or green eyes, light skin color, narrow 
nose, and thin lips. Brazilians who come to the United States think that a  loura  means 
a “blond” and are surprised to find that the American term refers to hair color only. 
A  branca  has light skin color, eyes of any color, hair of any color or form except tight 
curly, a nose that is not broad, and lips that are not thick.  Branca  translates as “white,” 
though Brazilians of this tipo who come to the United States—especially those from 
elite families—are often dismayed to find that they are not considered white here, and, 
even worse, are viewed as Hispanic despite the fact that they speak Portuguese. 

 A  morena  has brown or black hair that is wavy or curly but not tight curly, tan 
skin, a nose that is not narrow, and lips that are not thin. Brazilians who come to the 
United States think that a  morena  is a “brunette,” and are surprised to find that bru-
nettes are considered white but  morenas  are not. Americans have difficulty classifying 
 morenas,  many of whom are of Latin American origin: Are they black or Hispanic? 
(One might also observe that  morenas  have trouble with Americans, for not just ac-
cepting their appearance as a given, but asking instead “Where do you come from?” 
“What language did you speak at home?” “What was your maiden name?” or even, 
more crudely, “What  are  you?”) 

 A  mulata  looks like a  morena,  except with tight curly hair and a slightly darker 
range of hair colors and skin colors. A  preta  looks like a  mulata,  except with dark 
brown skin, broad nose, and thick lips. To Americans,  mulatas  and  pretas  are both 
black, and if forced to distinguish between them would refer to them as light-skinned 
blacks and dark-skinned blacks, respectively. 

 If Brazilians were forced to divide the range of tipos, from  loura  to  preta,  into 
“kinds of whites” and “kinds of blacks” (a distinction they do not ordinarily make), 
they would draw the line between  morenas  and  mulatas;  whereas Americans, if of-
fered only visual information, would draw the line between  brancas  and  morenas.  

 The proliferation of tipos, and the difference in the white–black dividing line, do 
not, however, exhaust the differences between Brazilian and American folk taxonomies. 
There are tipos in the Afro-European domain that are considered to be neither black 
nor white—an idea that is difficult for Americans visiting Brazil to comprehend. A per-
son with tight curly blond (or red) hair, light skin, blue (or green) eyes, broad nose, and 
thick lips, is a  sarará.  The opposite features—straight black hair, dark skin, brown eyes, 
narrow nose, and thin lips—are those of a  cabo verde. Sarará  and  cabo verde  are both 
tipos that are considered by Brazilians in Salvador, Bahia, to be neither black nor white. 

 When I interviewed my American daughter and her Brazilian boyfriend, she said 
she was black because her mother is black (even though I am white). That is, from her 
American perspective, she has “black blood”—though she is a  morena  in Brazil. Her 
boyfriend said that he was not black because, viewing himself in terms of Brazilian 
tipos, he is a  mulato  (not a  preto ). 

 There are many differences between the Brazilian and American folk taxonomies 
of race. The American system tells you about how people’s parents are classified but not 
what they look like. The Brazilian system tells you what they look like but not about 
their parents. When two parents of intermediate appearance have many children in the 
United States, the children are all of one race; in Brazil they are of many tipos. 

 Americans believe that race is an immutable biological given, but people (like 
my daughter and her boyfriend) can change their race by getting on a plane and 
 going from the United States to Brazil—just as, if they take an avocado with them, it 
changes from a vegetable into a fruit. In both cases, what changes is not the physical 
appearance of the person or avocado, but the way they are classified. 
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 I have focused on the Brazilian system to make clear how profoundly folk tax-
onomies of race vary from one place to another. But the Brazilian system is just one 
of many. Haiti’s folk taxonomy, for example, includes elements of both ancestry and 
physical appearance, and even includes the amazing term (for foreigners of African 
appearance)  un blanc noir —literally, “a black white.” In the classic study  Patterns of 
Race in the Americas,  anthropologist Marvin Harris gives a good introduction to the 
ways in which the conquests by differing European powers of differing New World 
peoples and ecologies combined with differing patterns of slavery to produce a variety 
of folk taxonomies. Folk taxonomies of race can be found in many—though by no 
means all—cultures in other parts of the world as well. 

 The American concept of race does not correspond to the ways in which human 
physical appearance varies. Further, the American view of race (“hypo-descent”) is 
just one among many folk taxonomies, [none] of which correspond to the facts of 
human physical variation. This is why race is a myth and why races as conceived by 
Americans (and others) do not exist. It is also why differences in behavior between 
“races” cannot be explained by biological differences between them. 

 When examining the origins of IQ scores (or other behavior), psychologists 
sometimes use the term “heritability”—a statistical concept that is not based on ob-
servations of genes or chromosomes. It is important to understand that questions 
about heritability of IQ have nothing to do with racial differences in IQ. “Heritabil-
ity” refers only to the relative ranking of individuals  within  a population, under given 
environmental conditions, and not to differences  between  populations. Thus, among 
the population of American whites, it may be that those with high IQs tend to have 
higher-IQ children than do those with low IQs. Similarly, among American blacks, it 
may be that those with high IQs also tend to have higher-IQ children. 

 In both cases, it is possible that the link between the IQs of parents and chil-
dren may exist for reasons that are not entirely environmental. This heritability of IQ 
 within  the two populations, even if it exists, would in no way contradict the average 
social advantages of American whites as a group compared to the average social dis-
advantages of American blacks as a group. Such differences in social environments 
can easily account for any differences in the average test scores  between  the two 
groups. Thus, the heritability of IQ  within  each group is irrelevant to understanding 
differences  between  the groups. 

 Beyond this, though, studies of differences in behavior between “populations” of 
whites and blacks, which seek to find biological causes rather than only social ones, 
make a serious logical error. They assume that blacks and whites are populations in 
some biological sense, as sub-units of the human species. (Most likely, the researchers 
make this assumption because they are American and approach race in terms of the 
American folk taxonomy.) 

 In fact, though, the groups are sorted by a purely social rule for statistical pur-
poses. This can easily be demonstrated by asking researchers how they know that the 
white subjects are really white and the black subjects are really black. There is no bio-
logical answer to this question, because race as a biological category does not exist. 
All that researchers can say is, “The tester classified them based on their physical ap-
pearance,” or “Their school records listed their race,” or otherwise give a social rather 
than biological answer. 

 So when American researchers study racial differences in behavior, in search of 
biological rather than social causes for differences between socially defined groups, 
they are wasting their time. Computers are wonderful machines, but we have learned 
about “garbage in/garbage out.” Applying complex computations to bad data yields 
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worthless results. In the same way, the most elegant experimental designs and statisti-
cal analyses, applied flawlessly to biologically meaningless racial categories, can only 
produce a very expensive waste of time. 

 As immigrants of varied physical appearance come to the United States from 
countries with racial folk taxonomies different from our own, they are often perplexed 
and dismayed to find that the ways they classify themselves and others are irrelevant 
to the American reality. Brazilians, Haitians, and others may find themselves labeled 
by strange, apparently inappropriate, even pejorative terms, and grouped together 
with people who are different from and unreceptive to them. This can cause psycho-
logical complications (a Brazilian immigrant—who views himself as white—being 
treated by an American therapist who assumes that he is not). 

 Immigration has increased, especially from geographical regions whose people 
do not resemble American images of blacks, whites, or Asians. Intermarriage is also 
increasing, as the stigma associated with it diminishes. These two trends are aug-
menting the physical diversity among those who marry each other—and, as a result, 
among their children. The American folk taxonomy of race (purportedly comprised 
of stable biological entities) is beginning to change to accommodate this new reality. 
After all, what race is someone whose four grandparents are black, white, Asian, and 
Hispanic? 

 Currently, the most rapidly growing census category is “Other,” as increasing 
numbers of people fail to fit available options. Changes in the census categories 
every 10 years reflect the government’s attempts to grapple with the changing self-
identifications of Americans—even as statisticians try to maintain the same catego-
ries over time in order to make demographic comparisons. Perhaps they will invent 
one or more “multiracial” categories, to accommodate the wide range of people 
whose existence defies current classification. Perhaps they will drop the term “race” 
altogether. Already some institutions are including an option to “check as many as 
apply,” when asking individuals to classify themselves on a list of racial and ethnic 
terms. 

 Thinking in terms of physical appearance and folk taxonomies helps to clarify 
the emotionally charged but confused topics of race. Understanding that different cul-
tures have different folk taxonomies suggests that we respond to the question “What 
race is that person?” not by “Black” or “White,” but by “Where?” and “When?”  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What is Jeffrey Fish’s main point about the way Americans define race?   

   2.    What is the difference between the way race is defined in the United States and 
in Brazil? List the Brazilian folk taxonomy of  tipos  and how to translate  tipos  
into U.S. racial categories.   

   3.    What evidence challenges the view that races are biologically defined types? 
What evidence would have to exist to prove that the human species is genetically 
divided into races?   

   4.    Why does Fish feel it is important to understand that race as Americans define it 
does not represent a biological reality?       
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 Ideally, culture provides the blueprint for a smoothly oiled social machine whose 
parts work together under all circumstances. But human society is not like a rigidly 
constructed machine. It is made of individuals who have their own special needs and 
desires. Personal interest, competition for scarce resources, and simple accident can 
cause nonconformity and disputes, resulting in serious disorganization. 

 One way we manage social disruption is through the socialization of children. 
As we acquire our culture, we learn the appropriate ways to look at experience, to de-
fine our existence, and to feel about life. Each system of cultural knowledge contains 
implicit values of what is desirable, and we come to share these values with other 
people. Slowly, with the acquisition of culture, most people find they  want  to do what 
they  must  do; the requirements of an orderly social life become personal goals. 

 Enculturation, however, is rarely enough. Disputes among individuals regularly 
occur in all societies, and how such disagreements are handled defines what anthro-
pologists mean by the legal system. Some disputes are  infralegal ; they never reach 
a point where they are settled by individuals with special authority. Neighbors, for 
example, would engage in an infralegal dispute if they argued over who should pay for 
the damage caused by water that runs off one’s land into the other’s basement. So long 
as they don’t take the matter to court or resort to violence, the dispute will remain 
infralegal. This dispute may become  extralegal , however, if it occurs outside the law 
and escalates into violence. Had the neighbors come to blows over the waterlogged 
basement, the dispute would have become extralegal. Feuds and wars are the best 
examples of this kind of dispute. 

 Legal disputes, on the other hand, involve socially approved mechanisms for 
their settlement.  Law  is the cultural knowledge that people use to settle disputes by 
means of agents who have the recognized authority to do so. Thus if the argument be-
tween neighbors cited previously ended up in court before a judge or referee, it would 
have become legal. 

 Although Americans often think of courts as synonymous with the legal system, 
societies have evolved a variety of structures for settling disputes. For example, some 
disputes may be settled by  self-redress , meaning that wronged individuals are given 
the right to settle matters themselves.  Contests  requiring physical or mental com-
bat between disputants may also be used to settle disputes. A trusted third party, or 
  go-between , may be asked to negotiate with each side until a settlement is achieved. 
In some societies, supernatural power or beings may be used. In parts of India, for 
example, disputants are asked to take an oath in the name of a powerful deity or 
(at least in the past) to submit to a supernaturally controlled, painful, or physically 
dangerous test called an  ordeal . Disputes may also be taken to a  moot , an informal 
community meeting where conflict may be aired. At the moot, talk continues until a 
settlement is reached. Finally, disputes are often taken to  courts , which are formally 
organized and include officials with authority to make and enforce decisions. 

 Political systems are closely related to legal ones and often involve some of the 
same offices and actors. The  political system  contains the process for making and 
carrying out public policy according to cultural categories and rules;  policy  refers to 
guidelines for action. The  public  are the people affected by the policy. Every society 
must make decisions that affect all or most of its members. The Mbuti Pygmies of 
the Ituri Forest described by anthropologist Colin Turnbull, for example, occasionally 
decide to conduct a communal hunt. Hunters set their nets together and wait for the 
appearance of forest game. Men, women, and children must work together as beat-
ers to drive the animals toward the nets. When the Mbuti decide to hold a hunt, they 
make a political decision. 
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 The political process requires that people make and abide by a particular policy, 
often in the face of competing plans. To do so a policy must have  support , which is 
anything that contributes to its adoption and enforcement. Anthropologists recognize 
two main kinds of support: legitimacy and coercion.  Legitimacy  refers to people’s 
positive evaluation of public officials and public policy. A college faculty, for example, 
may decide to institute the quarter system because a majority feel that quarters rather 
than semesters represent the “right length” for courses. Theirs is a positive evaluation 
of the policy. Some faculty members will oppose the change but will abide by the de-
cision because they value the authority of faculty governance. For them the decision, 
although unfortunate, is legitimate. 

  Coercion , on the other hand, is support derived from the threat or use of force 
or the promise of short-term gain. Had the faculty members adopted the quarter sys-
tem because they had been threatened with termination by the administration, they 
would have acted under coercion. 

 There are also other important aspects of the political process. Some members 
of a society may be given  authority , the right to make and enforce public policy. In 
our country, elected officials are given authority to make certain decisions and ex-
ercise particular powers. However, formal political offices with authority do not oc-
cur in every society. Most hunting and gathering societies lack such positions, as do 
many horticultural societies.  Leadership , which is the ability to influence others to 
act, must be exercised informally in these societies. 

 In the first article, Anne Sutherland describes what happens when the substan-
tive laws of two culturally different groups collide in court. A young Gypsy man is 
convicted of using another family member’s social security number although he had 
no intention of defrauding anyone. The second selection, by Marvin Harris, traces the 
development of political leadership. He argues that small groups characterized by re-
ciprocal exchange have no recognizable political officers and that many horticultural 
societies with redistributive economic exchange may develop “big men” who lead by 
example but still have no formal authority. Jack Weatherford writes about the impact 
that American Indian political systems had on the formation of the United States. 
Informed largely by kingships and councils of nobles, early colonists encountered a 
confederation of states called the League of the Iroquois, which served as a model for 
the federation that colonialists eventually built into the U.S. constitution. 

  Key Terms  
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 Cross-Cultural Law: The Case 
of the Gypsy Offender         
   Anne Sutherland    

   Every society recognizes a list of legal statutes, which anthropologists call substantive law, 
that define right from wrong. In the United States, for example, it is against the law for an 
individual to marry more than one person at a time. But what is proper in one country may 
be a crime in another. Unlike the United States, for example, in Iran it is legal for a person 
to be married simultaneously to more than one person. So what happens when members 
of one society live within and under the legal jurisdiction of another? This is the question 
explored by Anne Sutherland in this article on the legal plight of a young Gypsy man who is 
arrested for using the social security number of a relative on a car loan application. Despite 
the claim that using different identities of family members is a common Gypsy practice de-
signed to hide their identities, and that he had no intention to defraud anyone by doing so, 
the young man receives a six-month jail term.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        It is often the case that a law made for one set of purposes has another, unintended impact 
on a particular group. A recent law making the use of a false social security number a federal 

           

 *  From Anne Sutherland, “Gypsy Identity, Names, and Social Security Numbers.” Copyright © 2000 by Anne 
 Sutherland. Used by permission of the author. 
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felony is intended to help prosecution of major drug crime syndicates, but it has a 
special impact on Gypsies in the United States. Gypsies, traditionally a nomadic peo-
ple, frequently borrow each others’ “American” names and social security numbers, 
viewing them as a kind of corporate property of their kin group or  vitsa.  They also 
often lack birth certificates and must obtain midwife or baptismal certificates to 
use for identification purposes when they try to obtain credit, enter school, or apply 
for welfare. 

 In this article, I shall examine the case of a nineteen-year-old Gypsy man who 
was convicted under the new social security law and served six months in jail. Argu-
ments for the defense in the case followed three lines of reasoning: 1) that this law 
unfairly singled out Gypsies for punishment; 2) that there was no intent to commit a 
crime; and 3) that in using the social security numbers of relatives, Gypsies were fol-
lowing a time-honored tradition to remain anonymous and separate from non-Gypsy 
society. 

  Facts of the Case 

 In the fall of 1991 in St. Paul, Minnesota, a nineteen-year-old Gypsy man was con-
victed of the crime of using his five-year-old nephew’s social security number to obtain 
credit to purchase a car. When the purchase was questioned by the car dealership, he 
returned the car and was arrested on a felony charge of using a false social security 
number. After he was arrested, police searched the apartment where he was staying. 
They found lists of names, addresses and social security numbers, leading them to 
suspect an organized crime ring. 

 In  The United States of America v. S.N.,   1   it was “alleged that the defendant, 
S.N., while in the process of obtaining a new Ford Mustang from a car dealership, 
used a social security number that was not his own with intent to deceive.” Under 
the statute 42 U.S.C. 408 (g)(2), a person who, with intent to deceive, falsely rep-
resents his or her number to obtain something of value or for any other purpose, 
is a felon.  

 In Mr. S.N.’s case there is no specific allegation that he intended to deprive an-
other person permanently of property because the focus of the charging statute is 
false representation of numbers. The underlying purpose which motivates a person 
to falsely represent his or her number may be an essentially innocent purpose, but 
the statute, at least as it has been interpreted, does not appear to impose a burden of 
proof as to wrongful purpose. 

 The statute punishes the means (false number) which a person may employ to 
achieve any number of ends and it punishes those means as a felony. The lawyer for 
the defense argued that the statute’s failure to address the nature of the purpose to 
which false credentials are used is a serious flaw in the law and may punish those 
who would use the number for petty misconduct as felons. He also argued that there 
is a potential for discriminatory impact on Gypsies who use false credentials to con-
ceal themselves from mainstream society. A Gypsy household may obtain a telephone 
by providing a false social security number and even if they pay the telephone bill 
without fail for years, they are felons under this law. S.N. not only made the payments 

 1   United States v. Sonny Nicholas,  U.S. District Court, State of Minnesota, CR 4-91-137 (1991). Quotes from 
Philip Leavenworth, memorandum in support of a motion to declare 42 U.S.C.408(g)(2) unconstitutional. 
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for his car, but he returned it when the number was questioned. He is still a felon un-
der this law. 

 The defense lawyer argued that the law is objectionable for two reasons. First, 
the law’s disproportionate impact on the Gypsies is objectionable under the equal 
protection guaranteed in the Fifth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. He argued 
that the law denies Gypsies equal protection of the law by irrationally and dispropor-
tionately punishing at the felony level certain traditional Gypsy actions which cause 
no positive injury to anyone. As evidence he used material from my book,  Gypsies: 
The Hidden Americans,  for testimony that Gypsies routinely use false social security 
numbers to acquire credit but do pay their bills and are available for repossession in 
case of default of payment. They get phone service, buy houses and cars and other 
household items on credit and have a record of payment that is probably better than 
the general population ( United States v. S.N., 1991 ). They do this primarily to remain 
unknown by mainstream society rather than to cause loss or injury to any person. 

 Second, as the defense lawyer pointed out, there is a Supreme Court decision 
that requires the government to prove felonious intent when it seeks to punish a per-
son for wrongful acquisition of another’s property. S.N. maintained that he used a 
false social security number because of a Gypsy tradition to remain anonymous and 
because his own number had been used by other Gypsies. The government argued 
that there was a “ring” of Gypsies in the area where S.N. was living. At S.N.’s resi-
dence a number of false credentials and social security numbers were found which 
had been used to obtain cars illegally. Some of these cars are still missing. In other 
words, there was evidence that false identity had been used recently in the area to 
steal. In this case, however, S.N. had not stolen anything and was not being accused of 
stealing, but only of using a false social security number. 

 Because of the evidence of a ring of car thieves in the area, the prosecution 
hoped to use the threat of prosecution against S.N., the only Gypsy they had been 
able to arrest, to plea bargain for information regarding the other people involved in 
the alleged ring. These other people had disappeared immediately as soon as S.N. was 
arrested. 

 One of the problems in the case was that both the prosecution and even the 
defense had difficulty obtaining complete and accurate information on S.N. For ex-
ample, they had difficulty determining his “real” name, a moot point for the Gypsies 
since they have a practice of using many “American” names although they only have 
one “Gypsy” name ( nav romano ). The Gypsy name of  o Spiro le Stevanosko  (or Spiro 
the son of Stevan) uses the noun declension characteristic of the Sanskrit-rooted 
Rom language and is not immediately translatable into English since it does not 
employ a surname. Spiro’s identity can be pinned down by finding out what  vitsa  
(a cognatic descent group) he belongs to so that he will not be confused with any 
other Spiro le Stevanoskos. The Spiro of our example is a  Kashtare  which is part 
of a larger “nation” of Gypsies or  natsia  called  Kalderasha  (coppersmith). For his 
“American” names he may take any of a number used by his relatives such as Spiro 
Costello, John Costello, John Marks, John Miller, Spiro John or Spiro Miller. His 
nickname is Rattlesnake Pete.  

  The Anthropologist as Cultural Broker 

 S.N.’s defense attorney contacted me after finding that he was less confused about 
S.N. after reading my book about Gypsies. He sought my help in determining 
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whether S.N. was a Gypsy, what his name was, and any other cultural information 
(such as the use of social security numbers by Gypsies) that would help him with 
his case. 

 Consequently, one cold autumn day I drove to the federal holding prison, one 
and a half hours from the city, and met S.N. He was a thin young man, perpetually 
fearful of pollution from contact with non-Gypsies and suffering from the effects of 
several months of what for him was solitary confinement since he had not seen any 
of his people since being incarcerated. The telephone was his only link with people to 
whom he could relate, people from his own culture who spoke his language. His main 
contact was with a non-Gypsy woman who lived with one of his relatives. She was his 
link with the world he had known and the only “American” household he had been in 
before prison. Since my primary task was to determine if he was a Gypsy, first I talked 
to him about his relatives in Los Angeles and his  vitsa  (Yowane) and tried to establish 
what section of the  vitsa  I personally knew. This exchange of information about  vitsa  
and Gypsies of mutual acquaintance is a normal one between Gypsies. The purpose 
was to establish a link between us. 

 Then I asked him about why he was in Minnesota. He talked about a seasonal 
expedition he and his brothers and cousins make to Minnesota to buy and sell cars 
and fix fenders before winter sets in. He claimed not to know where his brothers and 
cousins had gone or how he got into his present predicament. 

 For S.N., the most immediately effective action I could take was to see that he 
got the food he needed to stay “clean” in jail. When I met him he had lost fifteen 
pounds and was suffering demonstrable distress and nervousness. He was upset at be-
ing cut off from his culture and people for the first time in his life. In addition, he was 
distressed at being incarcerated and fearful for his safety. More importantly, he was 
worried he would become defiled or  marime.  A major concern of his was that if he ate 
food prepared by non-Gypsies who did not follow rules of cleanliness considered es-
sential in the Gypsy culture, he would become  marime,  a condition of ritual impurity 
that would result in his being shunned by his relatives and other Gypsies. To protect 
himself, he avoided eating prison food in the hopes that when he was released from 
prison he would be able to return to his family without a period of physical exile, also 
called  marime  (or “rejected” as the Gypsies translate it into English). I arranged for 
his lawyer to provide him with money to buy food from the concession because it is 
packaged and untouched by non-Gypsies and therefore considered clean by Gypsy 
standards. He bought milk in cartons, candy bars and soft drinks and other packaged 
foods that, though they may lack in nutrition, at least were not defiling and kept him 
from starvation. 

 A further complicating factor for S.N. was that he spoke English as a second lan-
guage. He had only a rudimentary ability to read, thus straining his grasp of his de-
fense. And his only contact with relatives was by telephone since neither he nor they 
could write with any ease. Even though his limited English made it difficult for him to 
follow his own trial, the court did not provide a translator.  

  The Trial 

 The trial was held in Federal Court and centered around the constitutionality of a law 
that unfairly targets a particular ethnic group and the question of intent to commit a 
crime. My testimony was intended to establish that Gypsies may use false identifica-
tion for a number of cultural reasons which may have no connection to any intent to 
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commit a crime. For a traditionally nomadic group with pariah status in the wider 
society and a pattern of secretiveness and autonomy, concealing identity is a long-
established pattern. 

 This pattern is widespread in all Gypsy groups in Eastern Europe, Western 
Europe, Russia, Latin America and the United States. It is a mechanism they have 
developed over centuries to protect themselves from a wider society that has perse-
cuted them or driven them away. The recent case of the German government paying 
large sums to Romania to take back Gypsy refugees is only the latest in a historically 
established tradition of discrimination against Gypsies. The persecution of Gypsies 
in the Holocaust, in medieval Europe and in the early part of the 20th century in the 
United States has been well documented. Current events in Eastern Europe have 
shown a resurgence of extreme prejudice against Gypsies. Interviews in recent  New 
York Times  articles have pointed to a hatred of Gypsies so deep that there is talk of 
extermination.  2  

 Because of the history of violence against them, Gypsies have developed elabo-
rate mechanisms of secrecy and have hidden their identity in order to survive. It will 
not be easy to get them to change this pattern that has stood them in good stead for 
so many centuries.  

 The purpose of my testimony was to establish that S.N.  was  a Gypsy and that 
Gypsies often use false identification without intent to defraud. They do so because as 
members of a  vitsa,  or cognatic descent group, identification is corporate in nature. 
Members of the group have corporate access to property owned by other members of 
the group. That property includes forms of identification. 

 An additional problem in the S.N. case was the question of identification 
from photographs. Here we encountered the age-old problem that members of one 
culture and race have trouble identifying individuals from another culture and 
race. In simple terms, to many non-Gypsies, all Gypsies look alike. Part of the case 
involved clearing up erroneous identification of S.N. in photos provided by the 
prosecution. 

 I was also asked to testify on my own personal experience with discrimination 
against Gypsies by the Minneapolis Police Department. One instance of discrimina-
tion I related to the court occurred during a talk I gave to some twenty police of-
ficers to help them understand Gypsy culture. When I had spoken about the strong 
sense of family and community among the Gypsies and how much they value their 
children, a police officer suggested that since the main problem law enforcement 
officers have is how to detain the Gypsies long enough to prosecute them, removing 
Gypsy children from their homes on any pretext would be an effective way to keep 
the parents in town. 

 Prejudice against Gypsies often goes unrecognized even by culturally and ra-
cially sensitive people. The assistant district attorney prosecuting S.N. offered me an 
article that he used to understand the Gypsies, entitled “Gypsies, the People and their 
Criminal Propensity,”  3   which quotes extensively from my work, including the fact 
that Gypsies have several names and that the same or similar non-Gypsy names are 
used over and over. The article concentrates on “criminal” behavior and never men-
tions the possibility that there are Gypsies who may not engage in criminal activities. 
In one section, quotations from my book on the ways Gypsies deal with the welfare 

 2  See  New York Times,  November 17 and 28, 1993, for recent accounts of extreme prejudice against Gypsies. 

 3  Terry Getsay,  Kansas State FOP Journal,  Parts I, II, and III (1982): 18–30. 
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 bureaucracy were placed under the title, “Welfare Fraud,” although by far most of the 
practices I  described were legal. These concluding words in Part II are representative 
of the tone of the article:  

  Officers should not be misled into thinking these people are not organized. They are in-
deed organized and operate under established rules of behavior, including those that gov-
ern marriage, living quarters, child rearing, the division of money and participation in 
criminal acts.  

 The implication of such statements is inflammatory. Gypsies have a culture, 
history, language and social structure, but that fact is distorted to imply that their 
social organization is partly for the purpose of facilitating criminal behavior. Their 
culture is viewed as a criminal culture. Gypsies have been fighting this view for 
hundreds of years. It is the view that they still combat in their relations with law 
enforcement and the criminal justice system. It is the view that was promoted by the 
prosecution in this case. 

 In spite of the best efforts of S.N.’s attorney and my testimony that use of a 
false social security number did not necessarily indicate intent to commit a crime, 
he was convicted of illegally using a social security number and served about six 
months in jail.  

  Conclusions: Anthropology and Cultural Differences 
in the Courtroom 

 Anthropologists are often called in as expert witnesses in cases involving cultural 
difference. Most Native American legal cases, such as the  Mashpee  case reported by 
James Clifford,  4   center around Indian status, treaties and land rights. In St. Paul, a 
number of Hmong legal cases highlighted the conflict between traditional marriage 
(specifically, the age at which children may marry) and the legal status of minors in 
American law. With the Gypsies, there is yet another set of cultural issues in their 
contact with American law.  

 First is the question of the cultural conflict between a historically nomadic group 
and the state bureaucracy of settled people. Identification—a serious legal issue in a 
bureaucratic society composed of people with fixed abodes and a written language—
has virtually no meaning for the nomadic Gypsies who consider descent and extended 
family ties the defining factor for identification. 

 Second is the conflict between Gypsy religious rules regarding ritual pollution 
and prison regulations. The Gypsies avoid situations, such as a job or jail, that require 
them to be in prolonged contact with non-Gypsies. Jail presents special problems be-
cause the Gypsies can become  marime,  that is, defiled by unclean food and living con-
ditions. The psychological trauma that results from isolation from their community 
is compounded if they then emerge from jail and have to undergo a further isolation 
from relatives because of becoming  marime  in jail. 

 Finally, this case illustrates a cultural clash between the Rom Gypsy value 
on corporate kinship and the American value on individual rights. The rights and 
status of an individual Rom Gypsy is directly linked to his or her  membership in 

 4  “Identity in Mashpee,” in  The Predicament of Culture  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 
pp. 277–346. 
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the  vitsa.  Furthermore, the status of all members of the  vitsa  is affected by the 
behavior of each individual  vitsa  member. Since they are so intricately linked, 
reciprocity between  vitsi  members is expected. Members of a  vitsa  and family 
share economic resources, stay in each other’s homes, help each other in work 
and preparation of rituals, loan each other cars, information, identification, and 
money. They also share the shame of immoral or incorrect behavior by one mem-
ber and the stigma ( marime ) attached to going to jail. For the Gypsies, the Amer-
ican ideal of each individual having only one name, one social security number, 
or a reputation based entirely on their own behavior is contrary to their experi-
ence and culture. 

 The analysis of an event such as a trial, especially an event that brings to the fore 
cultural difference, can be instructive for both cultures. In this article I have tried to 
present fundamental differences in the practices of American culture and U.S. law 
and the practices of Roma law and Gypsy culture. Understanding difference does not 
necessarily resolve conflict, but it can lead to a more humanitarian application of the 
law to different cultures. The United States, a country based on immigration and di-
versity, is in no position to ignore the cultural foundations of different ethnic groups, 
nor are different cultures in the United States exempt from a law because it is con-
trary to custom. However, the more aware the legal system is of cultural histories and 
custom, the greater its capacity for justice. 

 S.N. chose to pursue his case through the U.S. legal system. He made this 
choice partly because of the influence and advice of a brother who was married to 
an American lawyer. The rest of his family strongly opposed this decision, prefer-
ring to do it the way they always have, by fleeing or lying to avoid contact with the 
legal system. While he was in jail, the Gypsies in his community held a  Kris  (for-
mal meeting) to explain his decision to work through the American courts rather 
than the traditional Gypsy way and to raise money for his defense. The outcome 
of that trial was that on his release S.N., as well as his brother and brother’s wife, 
who was his lawyer, were “rejected” ( marime ) and totally ostracized by his fam-
ily. At the same time, the conditions of his probation stipulated that S.N. could 
not associate with his family, and he was released early into the custody of his 
brother and his brother’s wife. Ironically, in the end, both U.S. and Roma law were 
in agreement on the consequences of his “crime” but for opposite reasons. The 
American legal system viewed S.N.’s family as “criminal associates”; his family, 
on the other hand, viewed S.N. and his brother as  marime  for rejecting Gypsy 
culture. Nevertheless, the strength of Gypsy culture has always been its ability to 
keep its closely knit ties, and today S.N. and his brother are back in the bosom of 
the family. 

 As the world changes into the next millennium, more people than ever be-
fore in human history are on the move as migrants, immigrants, guest workers, 
refugees and even as tourists. At this time in history, many people are living in 
places that do not share their cultural and legal traditions. Studies of society and 
legal systems must search for ways to deal with this cultural encounter. Gypsies 
have probably the longest recorded history of continuous movement and adapta-
tion to other societies and cultures. Their treatment is a barometer of justice and 
civilization.   
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      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What aspect of the “crime” committed by a young Gypsy man is due to cross-
cultural difference, according to Sutherland?   

   2.    How did the police interpret the lists of social security numbers and other evi-
dence found in the young man’s apartment? How did their interpretation of this 
evidence differ from the Gypsy’s?   

   3.    How does this case illustrate the role cultural anthropologists can play in every-
day American life?   

   4.    Can you think of other cases where immigrants or culturally different people run 
afoul of American substantive law?      
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  26  
 Life without Chiefs         
   Marvin Harris   

   It may come as a surprise to most Americans, but there were, and in a few cases still are, 
societies in the world that lack formal political structure. Instead of presidents, mayors, 
senators, and directors of homeland security, there are headmen, big men, and chiefs who 
lead by their ability to persuade and impress without the authority to make people act. In 
this article, Marvin Harris traces the evolution of political leadership, associating head-
men with small hunting and gathering societies marked by reciprocal exchange, and big 
men with slightly larger horticultural societies that employ redistributive exchange. Chiefs 
also occupied the center of redistribution systems but their societies were larger and chiefs 
could inherit their positions. He concludes that human biological inheritance was shaped 
by a hunter-gatherer existence; there is nothing inherited about the political formalism and 
social inequality that characterize large state societies.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        Can humans exist without some people ruling and others being ruled? To look at the 
modern world, you wouldn’t think so. Democratic states may have done away with em-
perors and kings, but they have hardly dispensed with gross inequalities in wealth, rank, 
and power. 

           

 *  From “Was There Life without Chiefs” from  Our Kind  by Marvin Harris. Copyright © 1989 by Marvin Harris. 
 Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers. 
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 However, humanity hasn’t always lived this way. For about 98 percent of our 
existence as a species (and for four million years before then), our ancestors lived in 
small, largely nomadic hunting-and-gathering bands containing about 30 to 50 people 
apiece. It was in this social context that human nature evolved. It has been only about 
ten thousand years since people began to settle down into villages, some of which 
eventually grew into cities. And it has been only in the last two thousand years that 
the majority of people in the world have not lived in hunting-and-gathering societies. 
This brief period of time is not nearly sufficient for noticeable evolution to have taken 
place. Thus, the few remaining foraging societies are the closest analogues we have to 
the “natural” state of humanity. 

 To judge from surviving examples of hunting-and-gathering bands and villages, 
our kind got along quite well for the greater part of prehistory without so much as a 
paramount chief. In fact, for tens of thousands of years, life went on without kings, 
queens, prime ministers, presidents, parliaments, congresses, cabinets, governors, 
and mayors—not to mention the police officers, sheriffs, marshals, generals, lawyers, 
bailiffs, judges, district attorneys, court clerks, patrol cars, paddy wagons, jails, and 
penitentiaries that help keep them in power. How in the world did our ancestors ever 
manage to leave home without them? 

 Small populations provide part of the answer. With 50 people per band or 150 
per village, everybody knew everybody else intimately. People gave with the expecta-
tion of taking and took with the expectation of giving. Because chance played a great 
role in the capture of animals, collection of wild foodstuffs, and success of rudimen-
tary forms of agriculture, the individuals who had the luck of the catch on one day 
needed a handout on the next. So the best way for them to provide for their inevitable 
rainy day was to be generous. As expressed by anthropologist Richard Gould, “The 
greater the amount of risk, the greater the extent of sharing.” Reciprocity is a small 
society’s bank. 

 In reciprocal exchange, people do not specify how much or exactly what they 
expect to get back or when they expect to get it. That would besmirch the quality 
of that transaction and make it similar to mere barter or to buying and selling. The 
distinction lingers on in societies dominated by other forms of exchange, even capi-
talist ones. For we do carry out a give-and-take among close kin and friends that is 
informal, uncalculating, and imbued with a spirit of generosity. Teenagers do not pay 
cash for their meals at home or for the use of the family car, wives do not bill their 
husbands for cooking a meal, and friends give each other birthday gifts and Christ-
mas presents. But much of this is marred by the expectation that our generosity will 
be acknowledged with expression of thanks. 

 Where reciprocity really prevails in daily life, etiquette requires that generosity 
be taken for granted. As Robert Dentan discovered during his fieldwork among the 
Semai of Central Malaysia, no one ever says “thank you” for the meat received from 
another hunter. Having struggled all day to lug the carcass of a pig home through 
the jungle heat, the hunter allows his prize to be cut up into exactly equal portions, 
which he then gives away to the entire group. Dentan explains that to express grati-
tude for the portion received indicates that you are the kind of ungenerous person 
who calculates how much you give and take: “In this context, saying ‘thank you’ is 
very rude, for it suggests, first, that one has calculated the amount of a gift and, sec-
ond, that one did not expect the donor to be so generous.” To call attention to one’s 
generosity is to indicate that others are in debt to you and that you expect them to 
repay you. It is repugnant to egalitarian peoples even to suggest that they have been 
treated generously. 
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 Canadian anthropologist Richard Lee tells how, through a revealing incident, 
he learned about this aspect of reciprocity. To please the !Kung, the “bushmen” of 
the Kalahari desert, he decided to buy a large ox and have it slaughtered as a present. 
After days of searching Bantu agricultural villages for the largest and fattest ox in 
the region, he acquired what appeared to be a perfect specimen. But his friends took 
him aside and assured him that he had been duped into buying an absolutely worth-
less animal. “Of course, we will eat it,” they said, “but it won’t fill us up—we will eat 
and go home to bed with stomachs rumbling.” Yet, when Lee’s ox was slaughtered, it 
turned out to be covered with a thick layer of fat. Later, his friends explained why they 
had said his gift was valueless, even though they knew better than he what lay under 
the animal’s skin. 

 “Yes, when a young man kills much meat he comes to think of himself as a chief 
or a big man, and he thinks of the rest of us as his servants or inferiors. We can’t ac-
cept this. We refuse one who boasts, for someday his pride will make him kill some-
body. So we always speak of his meat as worthless. This way we cool his heart and 
make him gentle.” 

 Lee watched small groups of men and women returning home every evening 
with the animals and wild fruits and plants that they had killed or collected. They 
shared everything equally, even with campmates who had stayed behind and spent the 
day sleeping or taking care of their tools and weapons. 

 “Not only do families pool that day’s production, but the entire camp—residents 
and visitors alike—shares equally in the total quantity of food available,” Lee ob-
served. “The evening meal of any one family is made up of portions of food from each 
of the other families resident. There is a constant flow of nuts, berries, roots, and mel-
ons from one family fire-place to another, until each person has received an equita-
ble portion. The following morning a different combination of foragers moves out of 
camp, and when they return late in the day, the distribution of foodstuffs is repeated.” 

 In small, prestate societies, it was in everybody’s best interest to maintain each 
other’s freedom of access to the natural habitat. Suppose a !Kung with a lust for power 
were to get up and tell his campmates, “From now on, all this land and everything on 
it belongs to me. I’ll let you use it but only with my permission and on the condi-
tion that I get first choice of anything you capture, collect, or grow.” His campmates, 
thinking that he had certainly gone crazy, would pack up their few belongings, take 
a long walk, make a new camp, and resume their usual life of egalitarian reciprocity. 
The man who would be king would be left by himself to exercise a useless sovereignty. 

  The Headman: Leadership, Not Power 

 To the extent that political leadership exists at all among band-and-village societies, it 
is exercised by individuals called headmen. These headmen, however, lack the power 
to compel others to obey their orders. How can a leader be powerless and still lead? 

 The political power of genuine rulers depends on their ability to expel or ex-
terminate disobedient individuals and groups. When a headman gives a command, 
however, he has no certain physical means of punishing those who disobey. So, if he 
wants to stay in “office,” he gives few commands. Among the Eskimo, for instance, 
a group will follow an outstanding hunter and defer to his opinion with respect to 
choice of hunting spots. But in all other matters, the leader’s opinion carries no more 
weight than any other man’s. Similarly, among the !Kung, each band has its recog-
nized leaders, most of whom are males. These men speak out more than others and 
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are listened to with a bit more deference. But they have no formal authority and can 
only persuade, never command. When Lee asked the !Kung whether they had head-
men—meaning powerful chiefs—they told him, “Of course we have headmen! In fact, 
we are all headmen. Each one of us is headman over himself.” 

 Headmanship can be a frustrating and irksome job. Among Indian groups such 
as the Mehinacu of Brazil’s Zingu National Park, headmen behave something like 
zealous scoutmasters on overnight cookouts. The first one up in the morning, the 
headman tries to rouse his companions by standing in the middle of the village plaza 
and shouting to them. If something needs to be done, it is the headman who starts do-
ing it, and it is the headman who works harder than anyone else. He sets an example 
not only for hard work but also for generosity: After a fishing or hunting expedition, 
he gives away more of his catch than anyone else does. In trading with other groups, 
he must be careful not to keep the best items for himself. 

 In the evening, the headman stands in the center of the plaza and exhorts his 
people to be good. He calls upon them to control their sexual appetites, work hard in 
their gardens, and take frequent baths in the river. He tells them not to sleep during 
the day or bear grudges against each other.  

  Coping with Freeloaders 

 During the reign of reciprocal exchange and egalitarian headmen, no individual, fam-
ily, or group smaller than the band or village itself could control access to natural re-
sources. Rivers, lakes, beaches, oceans, plants and animals, the soil and subsoil were 
all communal property. 

 Among the !Kung, a core of people born in a particular territory say that they 
“own” the water holes and hunting rights, but this has no effect on the people who 
happen to be visiting and living with them at any given time. Since !Kung from neigh-
boring bands are related through marriage, they often visit each other for months at a 
time and have free use of whatever resources they need without having to ask permis-
sion. Though people from distant bands must make a request to use another band’s 
territory, the “owners” seldom refuse them. 

 The absence of private possession in land and other vital resources means that 
a form of communism probably existed among prehistoric hunting and collecting 
bands and small villages. Perhaps I should emphasize that this did not rule out the ex-
istence of private property. People in simple band-and-village societies own personal 
effects such as weapons, clothing, containers, ornaments, and tools. But why should 
anyone want to steal such objects? People who have a bush camp and move about a 
lot have no use for extra possessions. And since the group is small enough that eve-
rybody knows everybody else, stolen items cannot be used anonymously. If you want 
something, better to ask for it openly, since by the rules of reciprocity such requests 
cannot be denied. 

 I don’t want to create the impression that life within egalitarian band-and- village 
societies unfolded entirely without disputes over possessions. As in every social group, 
nonconformists and malcontents tried to use the system for their own advantage. 
Inevitably there were freeloaders, individuals who consistently took more than they 
gave and lay back in their hammocks while others did the work. Despite the absence 
of a criminal justice system, such behavior eventually was punished. A widespread 
belief among band-and-village peoples attributes death and misfortune to the malevo-
lent conspiracy of sorcerers. The task of identifying these evildoers falls to a group’s 
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shamans, who remain responsive to public opinion during their divinatory trances. 
Well-liked individuals who enjoy strong support from their families need not fear the 
shaman. But quarrelsome, stingy people who do not give as well as take had better 
watch out.  

  From Headman to Big Man 

 Reciprocity was not the only form of exchange practiced by egalitarian band-and-
village peoples. Our kind long ago found other ways to give and take. Among them 
the form of exchange known as redistribution played a crucial role in creating distinc-
tions of rank during the evolution of chiefdoms and states. 

 Redistribution occurs when people turn over food and other valuables to a pres-
tigious figure such as a headman, to be pooled, divided into separate portions, and 
given out again. The primordial form of redistribution was probably keyed to sea-
sonal hunts and harvests, when more food than usual became available. 

 True to their calling, headmen-redistributors not only work harder than their 
followers but also give more generously and reserve smaller and less desirable por-
tions for themselves than for anyone else. Initially, therefore, redistribution strictly 
reinforced the political and economic equality associated with reciprocal exchange. 
The redistributors were compensated purely with admiration and in proportion to 
their success in giving bigger feasts, in personally contributing more than anybody 
else, and in asking little or nothing for their effort, all of which initially seemed an in-
nocent extension of the basic principle of reciprocity. 

 But how little our ancestors understood what they were getting themselves into! 
For if it is a good thing to have a headman give feasts, why not have several headmen 
give feasts? Or, better yet, why not let success in organizing and giving feasts be the 
measure of one’s legitimacy as a headman? Soon, where conditions permit, there are 
several would-be headmen vying with each other to hold the most lavish feasts and 
redistribute the most food and other valuables. In this fashion there evolved the nem-
esis that Richard Lee’s !Kung informants had warned about: the youth who wants to 
be a “big man.” 

 A classic anthropological study of big men was carried out by Douglas Ol-
iver among the Siuai, a village people who live on the South Pacific island of 
 Bougainville, in the Solomon Islands. In the Siuai language, big men were known 
as  mumis.  Every Siuai boy’s highest ambition was to become a  mumi.  He began by 
getting married, working hard, and restricting his own consumption of meats and 
coconuts. His wife and parents, impressed with the seriousness of his intentions, 
vowed to help him prepare for his first feast. Soon his circle of supporters widened 
and he began to construct a clubhouse in which his male followers could lounge 
about and guests could be entertained and fed. He gave a feast at the consecration 
of the clubhouse; if this was a success, the circle of people willing to work for him 
grew larger still, and he began to hear himself spoken of as a mumi. Larger and 
larger feasts meant that the mumi’s demands on his supporters became more irk-
some. Although they grumbled about how hard they had to work, they remained 
loyal as long as their mumi continued to maintain and increase his renown as a 
“great provider.” 

 Finally the time came for the new mumi to challenge the older ones. He did this 
at a  muminai  feast, where both sides kept a tally of all the pigs, coconut pies, and 
sago-almond puddings given away by the host mumi and his followers to the guest 
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mumi and his followers. If the guests could not reciprocate with a feast as lavish as 
that of the challengers, their mumi suffered a great social humiliation, and his fall 
from mumihood was immediate. 

 At the end of a successful feast, the greatest of mumis still faced a lifetime of per-
sonal toil and dependence on the moods and inclinations of his followers. Mumihood 
did not confer the power to coerce others into doing one’s bidding, nor did it elevate 
one’s standard of living above anyone else’s. In fact, because giving things away was 
the essence of mumihood, great mumis consumed less meat and other delicacies than 
ordinary men. Among the Kaoka, another Solomon Islands group, there is the say-
ing, “The giver of the feast takes the bones and the stale cakes; the meat and the fat 
go to the others.” At one great feast attended by 1,100 people, the host mumi, whose 
name was Soni, gave away thirty-two pigs and a large quantity of sago-almond pud-
dings. Soni himself and some of his closest followers went hungry. “We shall eat Soni’s 
 renown,” they said.  

  From Big Man to Chief 

 The slide (or ascent?) toward social stratification gained momentum wherever extra 
food produced by the inspired diligence of redistributors could be stored while await-
ing muminai feasts, potlatches, and other occasions of redistribution. The more con-
centrated and abundant the harvest and the less perishable the crop, the greater its 
potential for endowing the big man with power. Though others would possess some 
stored-up foods of their own, the redistributor’s stores would be the largest. In times 
of scarcity, people would come to him, expecting to be fed; in return, he could call 
upon those who had special skills to make cloth, pots, canoes, or a fine house for 
his own use. Eventually, the redistributor no longer needed to work in the fields to 
gain and surpass big-man status. Management of the harvest surpluses, a portion of 
which continued to be given to him for use in communal feasts and other communal 
projects (such as trading expeditions and warfare), was sufficient to validate his sta-
tus. And, increasingly, people viewed this status as an office, a sacred trust, passed on 
from one generation to the next according to the rules of hereditary succession. His 
dominion was no longer a small, autonomous village but a large political community. 
The big man had become a chief. 

 Returning to the South Pacific and the Trobriand Islands, one can catch a 
glimpse of how these pieces of encroaching stratification fell into place. The Trobrian-
ders had hereditary chiefs who held sway over more than a dozen villages containing 
several thousand people. Only chiefs could wear certain shell ornaments as the insig-
nia of high rank, and it was forbidden for commoners to stand or sit in a position that 
put a chief’s head at a lower elevation. British anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski 
tells of seeing all the people present in the village of Bwoytalu drop from their veran-
das “as if blown down by a hurricane” at the sound of a drawn-out cry warning that 
an important chief was approaching. 

 Yams were the Trobrianders’ staff of life; the chiefs validated their status by stor-
ing and redistributing copious quantities of them acquired through donations from 
their brothers-in-law at harvest time. Similar “gifts” were received by husbands who 
were commoners, but chiefs were polygymous and, having as many as a dozen wives, 
received many more yams than anyone else. Chiefs placed their yam supply on dis-
play racks specifically built for this purpose next to their houses. Commoners did the 
same, but a chief’s yam racks towered over all the others. 



244 P A R T  S E V E N   Law and Politics

 This same pattern recurs, with minor variations, on several continents. Strik-
ing parallels were seen, for example, twelve thousand miles away from the Trobri-
anders, among chiefdoms that flourished throughout the southeastern region of the 
United States—specifically among the Cherokee, former inhabitants of Tennessee, as 
described by the eighteenth-century naturalist William Bartram. 

 At the center of the principal Cherokee settlements stood a large circular house 
where a council of chiefs discussed issues involving their villages and where redistrib-
utive feasts were held. The council of chiefs had a paramount who was the principal 
figure in the Cherokee redistributive network. At the harvest time a large crib, identi-
fied as the “chief’s granary,” was erected in each field. “To this,” explained Bartram, 
“each family carries and deposits a certain quantity according to his ability or incli-
nation, or none at all if he so chooses.” The chief’s granaries functioned as a public 
treasury in case of crop failure, a source of food for strangers or travelers, and as mili-
tary store. Although every citizen enjoyed free access to the store, commoners had to 
acknowledge that it really belonged to the supreme chief, who had “an exclusive right 
and ability . . . to distribute comfort and blessings to the necessitous.” 

 Supported by voluntary donations, chiefs could now enjoy lifestyles that set 
them increasingly apart from their followers. They could build bigger and finer 
houses for themselves, eat and dress more sumptuously, and enjoy the sexual favors 
and personal services of several wives. Despite these harbingers, people in chief-
doms voluntarily invested unprecedented amounts of labor on behalf of communal 
projects. They dug moats, threw up defensive earthen embankments, and erected 
great log palisades around their villages. They heaped up small mountains of rubble 
and soil to form platforms and mounds on top of which they built temples and big 
houses for their chief. Working in teams and using nothing but levers and rollers, 
they moved rocks weighing fifty tons or more and set them in precise lines and per-
fect circles, forming sacred precincts for communal rituals marking the change of 
seasons. 

 If this seems remarkable, remember that donated labor created the megalithic 
alignments of Stonehenge and Carnac, put up the great statues on Easter Island, 
shaped the huge stone heads of the Olmec in Vera Cruz, dotted Polynesia with ritual 
precincts set on great stone platforms, and filled the Ohio, Tennessee, and Mississippi 
valleys with hundreds of large mounds. Not until it was too late did people realize that 
their beautiful chiefs were about to keep the meat and fat for themselves while giving 
nothing but bones and stale cakes to their followers.  

  In the End 

 As we know, chiefdoms would eventually evolve into states, states into empires. From 
peaceful origins, humans created and mounted a wild beast that ate continents. Now 
that beast has taken us to the brink of global annihilation. 

 Will nature’s experiment with mind and culture end in nuclear war? No one 
knows the answer. But I believe it is essential that we understand our past before 
we can create the best possible future. Once we are clear about the roots of human 
nature, for example, we can refute, once and for all, the notion that it is a biological 
imperative for our kind to form hierarchical groups. An observer viewing human life 
shortly after cultural takeoff would easily have concluded that our species was des-
tined to be irredeemably egalitarian except for distinctions of sex and age. That some-
day the world would be divided into aristocrats and commoners, masters and slaves, 
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billionaires and homeless beggars would have seemed wholly contrary to human na-
ture as evidenced in the affairs of every human society then on Earth. 

 Of course, we can no more reverse the course of thousands of years of cultural 
evolution than our egalitarian ancestors could have designed and built the space 
 shuttle. Yet, in striving for the preservation of mind and culture on Earth, it is vital 
that we recognize the significance of cultural takeoff and the great difference be-
tween biological and cultural evolution. We must rid ourselves of the notion that 
we are an innately aggressive species for whom war is inevitable. We must reject as 
unscientific claims that there are superior and inferior races and that the hierarchi-
cal divisions within and between societies are the consequences of natural selection 
rather than of a long process of cultural evolution. We must struggle to gain control 
over cultural selection through objective studies of the human condition and the 
recurrent process of history. Not only a more just society, but our very survival as a 
species may depend on it.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What is the difference among headmen, big men, and chiefs according to Harris?   

   2.    What does Harris see as the connection between forms of leadership and modes 
of economic exchange? How does this connection work?   

   3.    Harris makes a distinction between biological evolution and cultural evolution. 
What is the distinction and how does he apply it to types of leadership?      
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  27  
 The Founding Indian Fathers         
   Jack Weatherford    

   As we saw in the last article, the members of small societies could make political deci-
sions without the presence of complex, hierarchical political organization. But as societies 
have grown both in population and territory, the complexity of political institutions has 
grown with them. Chieftainships gave way to kingdoms and then states. The regulation of 
trade; the distribution of goods, services, and wealth; and relations between states including 
warfare demanded the formation of more complex political systems. Political hierarchies 
evolved, usually led by hereditary, often divine, rulers supported by ruling elites and a large 
number of bureaucrats. Although rulers could often depend on their birthright and super-
natural power to claim political legitimacy, coercion was also an important tool for the 
maintenance of power. Large-scale societies, it seemed, could not institutionalize the demo-
cratic processes that characterized small societies. Yet the colonists who founded the United 
States did manage to do so.  

  Many Americans believe that U.S. democracy stems directly from the ideas of Athe-
nian philosophers. In this article, Jack Weatherford argues for another, unrecognized, politi-
cal model also used by our founding fathers to shape governmental structure, the League 
of the Iroquois and some other features of American Indian political process and organ-
ization. Indian influence, he argues, found its way into colonial thinking through such 
individuals as Benjamin Franklin, who had extensive contact with native peoples. Weath-
erford describes how Indian, especially Iroquoian, political structure served as a model that 
helped to produce a democratic federal structure incorporating states with substantial local 
power, and that later, contact with Indians as colonists moved west continued to shape 
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U.S.  political organization. It is no accident, he claims, that a basic political insti-
tution in the United States is called by the Algonquin name,  caucus .      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        Every day of the school year, troops of children march across the lawn of the United 
States Capitol perched atop the District of Columbia’s highest elevation. The building 
dominates the Washington skyline, a model of classical symmetry and precision. Two 
giant wings of precisely equal proportion reach out from a Roman dome that surveys 
the city of Washington. If reduced to a ruin, the forest of Greek columns decorating 
the building would appear to be as much at home in Rome or Naples as in Athens or 
Corinth. The building revels in its Old World heritage. 

 Indian schoolchildren walking through the halls of Congress would rarely see a 
hint that the building sits in America overlooking the Potomac River and not along 
the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. The building copies European, primarily clas-
sical, styles, and its halls proudly display pictures, friezes, and busts of famous po-
litical thinkers from Hammurabi and Solomon to Rousseau and Voltaire. In the 
hallways stand statues of American politicians posing in Greek tunics and Roman 
togas as though they were Roman senators or Athenian orators. Greek busts of the 
vice- presidents of the United States line the halls of the Senate, lending them the aura 
of a classical cemetery. 

 The children pass under doorways that bear weighty engravings and quotations 
from European documents such as the Magna Carta interspersed with quotes from 
the United States Declaration of Independence or Constitution. The building and its 
appointments proudly proclaim their part in the great march of European progress 
and civilization. They portray the blessed dove of democracy hatching in Athens and 
then taking wing for a torturous flight of two millennia, pausing only momentarily 
over Republican Rome, the field of Runnymede, and the desk of Voltaire before fi-
nally alighting to rest permanently and securely in the virgin land of America. 

 A child standing squarely in the middle of the Capitol beneath the great dome 
sees a painted band circling the upper wall representing the history of America. In 
that work, the Indians appear as just one more dangerous obstacle, like the wild ani-
mals, the Appalachian Mountains, the Mississippi River, and the western deserts, 
that blocked the progress of European civilization and technology in the white man’s 
march across America. The most peaceful picture with an Indian theme in the ro-
tunda shows the baptism of Pocahontas, daughter of the Indian leader Powhatan. 
Surrounded by Europeans and dressed in English clothes, she symbolically renounces 
the savage life of the Indians for the civilization of the British. 

 The lesson in this august setting presents itself forcefully on every visitor. The 
United States government derives from European precedents, and the Americans gave 
civilization to the Indians. Nothing in the Capitol hints that contemporary Americans 
owe the slightest debt to the Indians for teaching us about democratic institutions. 

 Despite these civic myths surrounding the creation of American government, 
America’s settlers from Europe knew little of democracy. The English came from a 
nation ruled by monarchs who claimed that God conferred their right to rule and 
even allowed them to wage wars of extinction against the Irish. Colonists also fled to 

 *  Condensed from  Indian Givers  by Jack Weatherford, copyright © 1988 by Jack McIver Weatherford. Used 
by  permission of Crown Publishers, a division of Random House, Inc. 
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 America from France, which was wandering aimlessly through history under the ex-
travagances of a succession of kings named Louis, most of whom pursued debauched 
and extravagant reigns that oppressed, exploited, and at times even starved their 
subjects. 

 Despite the ideal government sketched by Plato in  The Republic,  and the differ-
ent constitutions analyzed by Aristotle in his  Politics,  the Old World offered America 
few democratic models for government. Democratic government had no fortress in 
the Old World. Despite the democratic rhetoric that came into fashion in eighteenth-
century Europe, no such systems existed there at that time. The monarchy and the 
aristocracy of England were engaged in a protracted struggle that would eventually 
lead to the supremacy of Parliament (and a closely limited electoral franchise until 
the reforms of the nineteenth century). France had not yet begun its experiments with 
participatory democracy. The Founding Fathers of the United States judiciously as-
sembled bits and pieces of many different systems to invent a completely new one. In 
fashioning the new system, they even borrowed some distinctive elements from the 
American Indians. 

 The Founding Fathers faced a major problem when it came time to invent the 
United States. They represented, under the Articles of Confederation, thirteen sepa-
rate and sovereign states. How could one country be made from all thirteen without 
each one yielding its own power? 

 Reportedly, the first person to propose a union of all the colonies and to pro-
pose a federal model for it was the Iroquois chief Canassatego, speaking at an Indian-
British assembly in Pennsylvania in July 1744. He complained that the Indians found 
it difficult to deal with so many different colonial administrations, each with its own 
policy. It would make life easier for everyone involved if the colonists could have a 
union which allowed them to speak with one voice. He not only proposed that the 
colonies unify themselves, but told them how they might do it. He suggested that they 
do as his people had done and form a union like the League of the Iroquois. 

 Hiawatha and Deganwidah founded the League of the Iroquois sometime be-
tween A.D. 1000 and 1450 under a constitution they called the  Kaianerekowa  or Great 
Law of Peace. When the Europeans arrived in America, the league constituted the 
most extensive and important political unit north of the Aztec civilization. From earli-
est contact the Iroquois intrigued the Europeans, and they were the subject of many 
amazed reports. Benjamin Franklin, however, seems to have been the first to take 
their system as a potentially important model by which the settlers might be able to 
fashion a new government. 

 Benjamin Franklin first became acquainted with the operation of Indian politi-
cal organization in his capacity as official printer for the colony of Pennsylvania. His 
job included publication of the records and speeches of the various Indian assemblies 
and treaty negotiations, but following his instinctive curiosity, he broadened this into 
a study of Indian culture and institutions. Because of his expertise and interest in 
Indian matters, the colonial government of Pennsylvania offered him his first diplo-
matic assignment as their Indian commissioner. He held this post during the 1750s 
and became intimately familiar with the intricacies of Indian political culture and 
in particular with the League of the Iroquois. After this taste of Indian diplomacy, 
 Franklin became a lifelong champion of the Indian political structure and advocated 
its use by the Americans. During this time he also refined his political techniques of 
persuasion, compromise, and slow consensus building that proved so important to 
his later negotiations as the ambassador to France and as a delegate to the Constitu-
tional Convention. 
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 Echoing the original proposal of Canassatego, Franklin advocated that the new 
American government incorporate many of the same features as the government of 
the Iroquois. Speaking to the Albany Congress in 1754, Franklin called on the del-
egates of the various English colonies to unite and emulate the Iroquois League, a 
call that was not heeded until the Constitution was written three decades later. Even 
though the Founding Fathers finally adopted some of the essential features of the Iro-
quois League, they never followed it in quite the detail advocated by Franklin. 

 The Iroquois League united five principal Indian nations—the Mohawk, 
 Onondaga, Seneca, Oneida, and Cayuga. Each of these nations had a council com-
posed of delegates called sachems who were elected by the tribes of that nation. The 
Seneca Nation elected eight sachems to its council, the Mohawk and Oneida nations 
each had councils of nine sachems, the Cayuga Nation had a council of ten, and the 
Onondaga Nation had a council of fourteen. Each of these nations governed its own 
territory, and its own council met to decide the issues of public policy for each one. 
But these councils exercised jurisdiction over the internal concerns of that one nation 
only; in this regard they exercised powers somewhat like the individual governments 
of the colonies. 

 In addition to the individual councils of each separate nation, the sachems 
formed a grand Council of the League in which all fifty sachems of the six nations sat 
together to discuss issues of common concern. The sachems represented their individ-
ual nations, but at the same time they represented the whole League of the Iroquois, 
thereby making the decisions of the council the law for all five nations. In this council 
each sachem had equal authority and privileges, with his power dependent on his ora-
torical power to persuade. The council met in the autumn of at least one year in five 
in a longhouse in the Onondaga Nation; if needed they could be called into session at 
other times as well. Their power extended to all matters of common concern among 
the member nations. In the words of Lewis Henry Morgan, America’s first modern an-
thropologist, the council “declared war and made peace, sent and received embassies, 
entered into treaties of alliance, regulated the affairs of subjugated nations, received 
new members into the League, extended its protection over feeble tribes, in a word, 
took all needful measures to promote their prosperity, and enlarge their dominion.”  1    

 Through this government the nations of the Iroquois controlled territory from 
New England to the Mississippi River, and they built a league that endured for cen-
turies. Unlike European governments, the league blended the sovereignty of several 
nations into one government. This model of several sovereign units united into one 
government presented precisely the solution to the problem confronting the writ-
ers of the United States Constitution. Today we call this a “federal” system in which 
each state retains power over internal affairs and the national government regulates 
affairs common to all. Henry Steele Commager later wrote of this crucial time that 
even “if Americans did not actually invent federalism, they were able to take out 
an historical patent on it.”  2   The Indians invented it even though the United States 
 patented it.  

 Another student of the Iroquois political organization was Charles Thomson, 
the perpetual secretary of the Continental Congress. He spent so much energy study-
ing the Indians and their way of life that the Delaware Nation adopted him as a full 
member. Following Thomas Jefferson’s request, Thomson wrote at length on Indian 

 1  Lewis Henry Morgan,  League of the Iroquois  (Rochester: Sage, 1851), pp. 66–67. 

 2  Henry Steele Commager, The Empire of Reason: How Europe Imagined and America Realized the Enlightenment 
(Garden City, NY: Anchor), p. 207. 
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 social and political institutions for inclusion in an appendix to Jefferson’s  Notes on the 
State of  Virginia.  According to his description of Indian political tradition, each Indian 
town built a council house for making local decisions and for electing delegates to the 
tribal council. The tribal council in turn elected delegates to the national council. Even 
though Thomson wrote this several years before the Constitutional Convention, this 
description reads like a blueprint for the United States Constitution, especially when we 
remember that the Constitution allowed the state legislatures (rather than the general 
populace) to elect senators. Thomson stresses that the sachems or political leaders do 
not acquire their positions by heredity but by election, and he adds that because outsid-
ers can be naturalized into the Indian nation, even they can be elected to such offices. 

 The Americans followed the model of the Iroquois League not only in broad out-
line but also in many of the specific provisions of their  Kaianerekowa.  According to 
the  Kaianerekowa,  the sachems were not chiefs, a position frequently associated with 
leadership in war. As a lawmaker, the sachem could never go to war in his official ca-
pacity as a sachem. “If disposed to take the warpath, he laid aside his civil office, for 
the time being, and became a common warrior.”  3   This followed the tradition in many 
Indian tribes that relied upon separate leaders for peace and for war. The colonists fol-
lowed this model too in eventually separating civilian authorities from military ones. 
Members of Congress, judges, and other officials could not also act as military leaders 
without giving up their elected office; similarly, military leaders could not be elected 
to political office without first resigning their military position. This contrasted with 
British traditions; church and military leaders frequently served as members of the 
House of Lords and frequently played major political roles in the House of Commons 
as well. Similarly, this inability to separate the civil government and the military has 
doomed many of the imitators of American democracy, particularly in Africa and 
Latin America.  

 If the conduct of any sachem appeared improper to the populace or if he lost the 
confidence of his electorate, the women of his clan impeached him and expelled him by 
official action, whereupon the women then choose a new sachem. This concept of im-
peachment ran counter to European tradition, in which the monarch ruled until death, 
even if he became insane or incapacitated, as in the case of George III. The Americans 
followed the Iroquois precedent of always providing for ways to remove leaders when 
necessary, but the Founding Fathers saw no reason to follow the example of the Iroquois 
in granting women the right to vote or any other major role in the political structure. 

 One of the most important characteristics of the Iroquois League permitted it to 
expand as needed; the council could vote to admit new members. This proved to be an 
important feature of the system after the Tuscarora Indians of North Carolina faced 
attack in 1712 by the army of Colonel John Barnwell and again in 1713 by the army of 
Colonel James Moore. Having thoroughly defeated the Tuscaroras, the Carolina colo-
nists demanded reparations from the Indians to pay the colonists’ expenses incurred 
in the war. Because the Indians had no money to pay, the colonists seized four hun-
dred of them and sold them into slavery at the rate of ten pounds sterling apiece. The 
surviving Tuscaroras fled North Carolina to seek refuge among the Iroquois. In 1714 
the Tuscaroras applied for formal membership in the league, and the Iroquois admit-
ted them in 1722 as the Sixth Nation. Similarly the league later incorporated other 
decimated groups such as the Erie, but the league did not allow for an entity such as a 
colony, which had played such an important part in European governments since the 
times of the ancient Greeks. 

 3  Morgan, p. 72. 
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 In a radical break with Old World tradition, the emerging government of the 
United States emulated this Iroquois tradition of admitting new states as members 
rather than keeping them as colonies. The west became a series of territories and 
then states, but the United States treated each new territory as a future partner rather 
than as a colony. The new government codified this Indian practice into American 
law through the Congressional Resolution of 1780, the Land Ordinances of 1784 and 
1785, and the Northwest Ordinance, together with similar provisions written directly 
into the Constitution. No direct proof links these laws with the Iroquois, but it seems 
likely to be more than mere coincidence that both the Iroquois and the United States 
governments enacted such similar procedures. 

 Although the Iroquois recognized no supreme leader in their system analogous 
to the president of the United States, the framers of the Constitution deliberately or 
inadvertently imitated the Great Council in establishing the electoral college system to 
select a president. Each state legislature selected a group of electors equal in number 
to that state’s combined total of senators and representatives. Like the sachems, each 
elector then had one vote in the electoral college. 

 In the two centuries since the Constitution went into effect, some aspects of the 
system have changed. The voters rather than the state legislatures now elect both 
the electoral college and the senators through popular vote, but the system preserves 
the general features of the League of the Iroquois. 

 Upon election to the council, the new sachem “lost” his name and thenceforth 
other sachems called him by the title of his office. In much the same way, proceedings 
of the United States Senate do not permit the use of names such as “Senator Kennedy” 
or “Rudy Boschwitz.” Instead the senators must be addressed by their office title as 
“the Senior Senator from Massachusetts” or “the Junior Senator from Minnesota.” 
Other titles such as “Majority Leader,” “Mr. Chairman,” or “Mr. President” may be 
used, but all personal names remain strictly taboo. 

 Another imitation of the Iroquois came in the simple practice of allowing only 
one person to speak at a time in political meetings. This contrasts with the British tra-
dition of noisy interruptions of one another as the members of Parliament shout out 
agreement or disagreement with the speaker. Europeans were accustomed to shout-
ing down any speaker who displeased them; in some cases they might even stone him 
or inflict worse damage. 

 The Iroquois permitted no interruptions or shouting. They even imposed a short 
period of silence at the end of each oration in case the speaker had forgotten some 
point or wished to elaborate or change something he had said. Even though the Amer-
ican Congress and legislatures did not adopt the practice of silence at the end, they 
did allow speakers “to revise and extend” the written record after speaking. 

 The purpose of debate in Indian councils was to persuade and educate, not to 
confront. Unlike European parliaments, where opposing factions battle out an issue 
in the public arena, the council of the Indians sought to reach an agreement through 
compromise. This important difference in nuance led Bruce Burton to observe in 
his study of American law that “American democracy owes its distinctive character 
of debate and compromise to the principles and structures of American Indian civil 
government.”  4   Still today, this difference separates the operation of the United States 
Congress and the state legislatures from their European counterparts. American leg-
islative  bodies are composed primarily of individuals forming shifting factions from 

 4  Bruce A. Burton, “Iroquois Confederate Law and the Origins of the U.S. Constitution,”  Northeast Indian 
Quarterly , Fall 1986, p. 4. 
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one issue to another, whereas the legislative bodies of Europe operate through oppos-
ing political parties that control the votes of individual representatives.  

 In keeping with Iroquois tradition, Franklin proposed that since the sachems did 
not own land or receive any financial compensation for their work, the officials of the 
United States should not be paid. They should perform their work as a sacred trust 
freely given to the communal welfare. Even though the Founding Fathers did not in-
corporate this, they did work to prevent property qualifications for holding office and 
for exercising the right to vote. They also tended to limit salaries paid to officeholders 
to a minimum to cover basic expenses of life rather than making public office a sine-
cure or a route to wealth. . . . 

 From Hollywood films and adventure novels Americans often conclude that 
strong chiefs usually commanded the Indian tribes. More often, however, as in the 
case of the Iroquois, a council ruled, and any person called the “head” of the tribe usu-
ally occupied a largely honorary position of respect rather than power. Chiefs mostly 
played ceremonial and religious roles rather than political or economic ones. Unlike 
the words “caucus” and “powwow,” which are Indian-derived and indicative of Indian 
political traditions, the word “chief” is an English word of French origin that British 
officials tried to force onto Indian tribes in order that they might have someone with 
whom to trade and sign treaties. 

 In Massachusetts the British tried to make one leader into  King  Philip. The 
 British imputed monarchy to the Indian system when no such institution existed. 
Thus while the English settlers learned from the Indians how to speak and act in 
group councils, they simultaneously pushed the Indians toward a monarchical and 
thus less democratic system. . . . 

 In almost every North American tribe, clan, or nation for which we have de-
tailed political information, the supreme authority rested in a group rather than 
in an individual. It took many generations of close interaction between colonists 
and Indians before the principles of group decision-making replaced the European 
traditions of relying on a single supreme authority. The importance of these Indian 
councils and groups shows clearly in the English lack of words to explain such a 
process. 

 One of the most important political institutions borrowed from the Indians 
was the caucus. Even though the word appears to be proper Latin and some law 
students with a semester of Latin occasionally decline the plural as  cauci,  the word 
comes from the Algonquian languages. The caucus permits informal discussion of 
an issue without necessitating a yea or nay vote on any particular question. This 
agreed with the traditional Indian way of talking through an issue or of making a 
powwow; it made political decisions less divisive and combative. The caucus be-
came a mainstay of American democracy both in the Congress and in political and 
community groups all over the country. The caucus evolved into such an important 
aspect of American politics that the political parties adopted it to nominate their 
presidential candidates. In time this evolved into the political convention, which 
still functions as an  important part of contemporary American politics but is largely 
absent from European politics. . . . 

 Even after the founding of the United States, the Indians continued to play a 
significant role in the evolution of democracy because of their sustained interactions 
with Americans on the frontier. The frontiersmen constantly reinvented democracy 
and channeled it into the eastern establishment of the United States. 

 Time and again the people of the frontier rebelled against the entrenched and 
conservative values of an ever more staid coastal elite. As the frontier  gradually moved 
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westward, the settlements on the edge sent such rebels as Henry Clay,  Andrew  Jackson, 
David Crockett, and Abraham Lincoln back to reinvest the spirit of democracy into 
the political institutions of the east. Some of these men, such as Sam Houston, lived 
for long periods with Indians. Houston spent so much time with the Cherokee that 
they adopted him into their nation about 1829. The influence of the Cherokees stayed 
with him throughout his tenure as president of Texas from 1836 to 1838 and again 
from 1841 to 1844. Throughout his life he maintained close working relations with a 
variety of Indian nations and a strong commitment to liberty. 

 Even Alexis de Tocqueville, who denigrated the achievements of the Indians, 
noticed that the settlers on the frontier “mix the ideas and customs of savage life 
with the civilization of their fathers.” In general he found this reprehensible, for 
it made their “passions more intense” and “their religious morality less authorita-
tive,”  5   but these traits certainly may be interpreted by others as among the virtues of 
a democratic people.  

 Most democratic and egalitarian reforms of the past two hundred years in 
 America originated on the frontier and not in the settled cities of the east. The fron-
tier states dropped property and religious requirements for voters. They extended 
the franchise to women, and in 1916 Montana elected Jeannette Rankin as the first 
woman in Congress four years before the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution 
gave women the right to vote. The western states started the public election of sena-
tors in place of selection by the legislature. They also pioneered the use of primary 
elections and electoral recalls of unpopular officers. Even today they have more elec-
tive offices, such as judges; such offices in the east are usually filled by appointment 
by the governor or the legislature. This strong bias toward the electoral process and 
equal votes for all has been reinforced repeatedly by the people who have had the 
closest and the longest connections with the Indians on the frontier. . . . 

 Washington, D.C., has never recognized the role of the Indians in the writing of 
the United States Constitution or in the creation of political institutions that seem so 
uniquely American. But an inadvertent memorial does exist. An older woman from 
Israel pointed this out to me one spring day as I cut across the lawn of the United 
States Capitol, where I then worked for Senator John Glenn. She stopped me, and in 
a husky voice asked me who was the Indian woman atop the Capitol dome. Suddenly 
looking at it through her eyes, I too saw the figure as an Indian even though I knew 
that it was not. 

 When the United States government embarked on an expansion of the Capitol 
in the middle of the nineteenth century, the architects proposed to cap the dome with 
a symbol of freedom. They chose for this a nineteen-foot bronze statue of a Roman 
woman who would stand on the pinnacle of the Capitol. Sculptor Thomas Crawford 
crowned the woman with a Phrygian cap, which in Roman history had been the sign 
of the freed slave. At that time Jefferson Davis, the future president of the Confeder-
ate States of America, still served as the secretary of war for the United States, and he 
objected strongly to what he interpreted as an antisouthern and antislavery symbol. 
He compelled Crawford to cap her with something less antagonistic to southern poli-
ticians. Crawford designed a helmet covered with a crown of feathers, but in putting 
this headdress on the figure, her whole appearance changed. Now instead of looking 
like a classical Greek or Roman, she looked like an Indian. 

 5  Alexis de Tocqueville,  Democracy in America 2 , vols., in Phillips Bradley (ed.) (New York: Random House, 
1945), p. 334. 
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 She still stands today on the pseudoclassical Capitol overlooking the city of 
Washington. The Washington Monument rises to the same height, but no other build-
ing has been allowed to rise higher than she. Even though no one intended her to be 
an Indian, she now reigns as the nearest thing to a monument that Washington ever 
built to honor the Indians who contributed to the building of a federal union based on 
democracy.  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    Weatherford argues that American Indian political structure served as a model 
for the U.S Constitution. What evidence does he cite to support his assertion?   

   2.    As Weatherford described, what were the main structural features of the League 
of the Iroquois?   

   3.    What organizational features characteristic of the Iroquois are reflected in the 
U.S. Constitution devised by the founding fathers?   

   4.    What life experiences enabled some colonial leaders as opposed to others to 
bring information about Indian political structure to those who framed the U.S. 
Constitution?   

   5.    How did the western movement of American settlers affect the development of 
democracy in the United States? Why?       
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 People seem most content when they are confident about themselves and the order 
of things around them. Uncertainty breeds debilitating anxiety; insecurity saps peo-
ple’s sense of purpose and their willingness to participate in social activity. Most of 
the time cultural institutions serve as a lens through which to view and interpret the 
world and respond realistically to its demands. But from time to time the unexpected 
or contradictory intervenes to shake people’s assurance. A farmer may wonder about 
his skill when a properly planted and tended crop fails to grow. A wife may feel be-
wildered when the man she has treated with tenderness and justice for many years 
runs off with another woman. Death, natural disaster, and countless other forms of 
adversity strike without warning, eating away at the foundations of confidence. At 
these crucial points in life, many people use religion to help account for the vagaries 
of their experience. 

  Religion  is the cultural knowledge of the supernatural that people use to cope with 
the ultimate problems of human existence.  1   In this definition, the term  supernatural  
 refers to a realm beyond normal experience. Belief in gods, spirits, ghosts, and magical 
power often defines the supernatural, but the matter is complicated by cultural variation 
and the lack of a clear distinction in many societies between the natural and the super-
natural world.  Ultimate problems , on the other hand, emerge from universal features of 
human life and include life’s meaning, death, evil, and transcendent values. People every-
where wonder why they are alive, why they must die, and why evil strikes some individu-
als and not others. In every society, people’s personal desires and goals may conflict with 
the values of the larger group. Religion often provides a set of  transcendent values  that 
override differences and unify the group.  

 An aspect of religion that is more difficult to comprehend is its link to emotion. 
Ultimate problems “are more appropriately seen as deep-seated emotional needs,” not 
as conscious, rational constructs, according to sociologist Milton Yinger.  2   Anthropolo-
gists may describe and analyze religious ritual and belief but find it harder to get at 
religion’s deeper meanings and personal feelings.  

 Anthropologists have identified two kinds of supernatural power: personified 
and impersonal.  Personified supernatural force  resides in supernatural beings, in 
the deities, ghosts, ancestors, and other beings found in the divine world. For the 
Bhils of India, a  bhut,  or ghost, has the power to cause skin lesions and wasting dis-
eases.  Bhagwan,  the equivalent of the Christian deity, controls the universe. Both pos-
sess and use personified supernatural force. 

 Impersonal supernatural force is a more difficult concept to grasp. Often called 
 mana , the term used in Polynesian and Melanesian belief, it represents a kind of free-
floating force lodged in many things and places. The concept is akin to the West-
ern term  luck  and works like an electrical charge that can be introduced into things 
or discharged from them. Melanesians, for example, might attribute the spectacular 
growth of yams to some rocks lying in the fields. The rocks possess mana, which is 
increasing fertility. If yams fail to grow in subsequent years, they may feel that the 
stones have lost their power. 

 Supernatural force, both personified and impersonal, may be used by people 
in many societies.  Magic  refers to the strategies people use to control supernatural 
power. Magicians have clear ends in mind when they perform magic, and use a set of 

 1  This definition draws on the work of Milton Yinger,  Religion, Society, and the Individual: An Introduction to 
the Sociology of Religion  (New York: Macmillan, 1957). 

 2  Yinger, p. 9. 



 P A R T  E I G H T   Religion, Magic, and Worldview 257

well-defined procedures to control and manipulate supernatural forces. For example, 
a Trobriand Island religious specialist will ensure a sunny day for a political event by 
repeating powerful sayings thought to affect the weather. 

  Sorcery  uses magic to cause harm. For example, some Bhil  bhopas,  who regu-
larly use magic for positive purposes, may also be hired to work revenge. They will 
recite powerful  mantras  (ritual sayings) over effigies to cause harm to their victims. 

  Witchcraft  is closely related to sorcery because both use supernatural force to 
cause evil. But many anthropologists use the term to designate envious individuals 
who are born with or acquire evil power and who knowingly or unknowingly project 
it to hurt others. The Azande of Africa believe that most unfortunate events are due 
to witchcraft, and most Azande witches claim they were unaware of their power and 
apologize for its use. 

 Most religions possess ways to influence supernatural power or, if spirits are 
nearby, to communicate with them directly. For example, people may say  prayers  
to petition supernatural beings. They may also give gifts in the form of  sacrifices  
and offerings. Direct communication takes different forms.  Spirit possession  oc-
curs when a supernatural being enters and controls the behavior of a human being. 
With the spirit in possession, others may talk directly with someone from the divine 
world.  Divination  is a second way to communicate with the supernatural. It usually 
requires material objects or animals to provide answers to human-directed questions. 
The Bhils of India, for example, predict the abundance of summer rainfall by watch-
ing where a small bird specially caught for the purpose lands when it is released. If it 
settles on something green, rainfall will be plentiful; if it rests on something brown, 
the year will be dry. 

 Almost all religions involve people with special knowledge who either con-
trol supernatural power outright or facilitate others in their attempt to influence it. 
  Shamans  are religious specialists who directly control supernatural power. They may 
have personal relationships with spiritual beings or know powerful secret medicines 
and sayings. They are usually associated with curing.  Priests  are religious special-
ists who mediate between people and supernatural beings. They don’t control divine 
power; instead, they lead congregations in ceremonies and help others petition the 
gods. 

  Worldview  refers to a system of concepts and often unstated assumptions about 
life. It usually contains a  cosmology  about the way things are and a  mythology  about 
how things have come to be. Worldview presents answers to the ultimate questions: 
life, death, evil, and conflicting values. 

 Finally, anthropologists also study and report on the formation of new religions, 
especially those that occur as a result of deprivation and stress. These  revitalization 
movements , as Anthony F. C. Wallace called them in 1956, are “deliberate, organized, 
conscious efforts by members of a society to construct a more satisfying culture.”  3   
Revitalization movements are usually related to rapid change that renders a tradi-
tional way of life ineffective. For example, when one cultural group becomes domi-
nated by another, rapid change and loss of authority may make its original meaning 
system seem thin, ineffective, and contradictory. The resulting state of deprivation 
often causes members to rebuild their culture along what they consider to be more 
satisfying lines.  

 3  Anthony F. C. Wallace, “Revitalization Movements: Some Theoretical Considerations for Their Compara-
tive Study,”  American Anthropologist  58, no. 2 (1956): 264–281. 
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 Wallace argued that revitalization movements go through five stages: 

 1.     A Steady State.  This is a normal state of society in which people, through their 
culture, are able to manage the chronic stresses of daily life.  

 2.    Period of Increased Individual Stress.  Individuals in a society experience new 
stress caused by such events as culture contact, defeat in war, political domina-
tion, or climatic change.  

 3.    Period of Cultural Distortion.  Stress levels continue to rise as normal stress-reduc-
ing techniques fail to work. Social organization begins to break down, causing ad-
ditional stress, and various cultural elements become distorted and disjointed.  

 4.    Period of Revitalization.  This period is marked by its own stages. First, a prophet 
or leader comes forward with a new vision of the culture that requires change. 
Called a  mazeway reformulation,  this vision is intended to produce a more inte-
grated, satisfying, and adaptive culture. This is followed by the  communication  
of the revitalization plan and, if it proves attractive, the plan’s  organization  for 
wider dissemination, its  adoption  by many people, its  cultural transformation  of 
the society, and its  routinization  in daily life.  

 5.    A New Steady State.  If no additional stresses occur, the society should attain a 
new steady state at the end of the process.   

 Although not all revitalization movements are religious—the Marxist doctrine 
and communist revolution in Russia exemplify a political revitalization movement—
most of the world’s major religions probably started as revitalization movements and 
many smaller sects and movements fit the revitalization pattern today. 

 The first article, by Stanley Freed and Ruth Freed, describes how Sita, a low-
caste Indian woman, is chronically possessed by the ghost of a friend who committed 
suicide. Stressed by the prospect of sexual relations with a new and strange husband, 
lack of support in her conjugal household, and the deaths of many friends and fam-
ily members, ghost possession, argue the Freeds, reduces Sita’s anxiety and gives her 
needed family support. The second article, by George Gmelch, is the latest revision of 
his earlier classic piece on the use of magic by American baseball players. He looks in 
detail at the rituals, taboos, and fetishes employed by the athletes. In the third article, 
Jill Dubisch illustrates the meaning and impact of ritual and pilgrimage. Using the 
“Run for the Wall,” a motorcycle pilgrimage that involves travel from Los Angeles to 
the Vietnam Memorial in Washington, D.C., as an example, she shows how this dif-
ficult motorcycle ride evokes strong emotions and personal transformation among its 
participants. The fourth article is Horace Miner’s classic article describing the body 
ritual of a North American group, the Nacirema. The Nacirema’s concern for the 
health and beauty of their bodies has led them to establish an elaborate ritual system 
including the building of holy fonts in their houses and the presence of a variety of 
ritual specialists. 
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  28   
 Taraka’s Ghost         
   Stanley A. Freed and Ruth S. Freed   

   Most people meet life’s challenges by using an array of normal, and often effective, cul-
tural responses. U.S. traffic is dangerous, for example, but we use driving skills we have 
learned to survive with confidence on the road. But some circumstances fall beyond our 
everyday abilities. We exercise and eat properly, but still may unexpectedly become ill. We 
work diligently and skillfully at our jobs, yet fail to be promoted. Many anthropologists see 
a relationship between religion and the anxieties that are caused by stressful and seemingly 
unmanageable aspects of life. In this article, Stanley Freed and Ruth Freed describe such 
an association. They report that a low-caste girl, Sita, is possessed by Taraka, the ghost of a 
childhood friend who committed suicide. Sita is stressed by the need to have sex with a new 
husband, the lack of support that meets a bride in her husband’s household, and the deaths 
of three friends and several brothers and sisters. Ghost possession reduces her anxiety and 
gains her the support of her natal and conjugal families.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        When we saw our first ghost possession in a North Indian village, on a hot September day in 
the late 1950s, we were struck by the villagers’ matter-of-fact response to what seemed an ex-
traordinary event. We were seated with a group of low-caste villagers who were softly chatting 

           

 *  From Stanley A. Freed and Ruth S. Freed, “Taraka’s Ghost,”  Natural History,  October 1999, pp. 84–91. Reprinted 
from  Natural History,  October 1999, copyright © Natural History Magazine, Inc., 1999. 
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in front of a mud hut. Sita, a newly married fifteen-year-old girl, was sitting on the 
ground, and, conforming to the proper behavior of a bride, she was inconspicuous 
and silent. Still wearing her bridal finery, her face veiled below the eyes, she worked 
her sewing machine, of which she was proud. 

 A man of her caste, who had recently lost his job, commented that sewing on a 
machine was man’s work (at that time, it was mainly the province of the village tai-
lor). The remark implied that Sita was doing something inappropriate, an insinuation 
to which, as a new bride, she could not respond. Moreover, the criticism struck at 
Sita’s pride and joy, her sewing machine, which was part of her dowry. To her it was a 
talisman, protecting her and providing her with higher status than other brides of her 
caste, for she was the first to possess one. 

 Sita’s mother-in-law, who had witnessed earlier ghost possessions of the girl, re-
alized that the criticism had distressed Sita, and anticipating that Sita would again be 
possessed, the older woman abruptly began to discuss the ghost attacks that plagued 
the teenager. We couldn’t imagine why the conversation had taken such a turn un-
til Sita began to shiver, a symptom preceding possession. Despite the heat, she com-
plained of feeling cold, so some women covered her with quilts. She moaned, breathed 
with difficulty, and then collapsed in a semiconscious state. 

 The spectators accepted that a ghost had possessed her and tried a variety of 
standard curing techniques. These ranged from engaging the ghost in conversation, 
identifying it, and trying to satisfy its wishes or demands so that it would leave vol-
untarily, to attempting to drive it away with verbal abuse and, if necessary, physically 
painful or unpleasant measures (applied to the victim but aimed at the ghost). First, 
the women propped Sita up in a sitting position and wafted smoke from some smol-
dering cow dung under her nose. She jerked violently, so they had to restrain her. 
Then they shouted at the ghost: “Who are you? Are you going?” The ghost, speaking 
through Sita, promised to leave, and the women released the girl. But they were not 
deluded. They suspected that the ghost would not leave permanently and that a cure 
would be difficult. “Ghosts don’t keep their promises,” they confided to us. 

 Sita again fell unconscious, a sign that the ghost had returned. To revive her, 
the women dropped stinging hookah water in her eyes and pulled her braids. Sita 
returned to semiconsciousness and emitted a high-pitched wail, which announced 
the ghost’s presence and readiness to talk. There followed a conversation between the 
ghost (speaking through Sita) and Sita’s in-laws and a few other women, in the course 
of which the ghost identified herself as Sita’s cousin Taraka, who had committed sui-
cide by drowning in a well. Taraka’s ghost declared that she would not leave Sita. 
The spectators again attempted to drive out the ghost, but Sita finally relapsed into 
unconsciousness. 

 For a fortnight thereafter, Sita experienced a series of possessions, so her 
 father-in-law called various exorcists. They used generally similar techniques, call-
ing on their familiars—supernatural beings who served them—to assist with the cure. 
Among these familiars were Hanuman, the monkey god; Kalkaji, goddess of the cre-
mation grounds, with whom ghosts are closely linked; Jahar or Guga Pir, a Hindu-
Muslim saint, who cut off his maternal cousins’ heads in battle and later buried 
himself alive; and the ghost of a conjurer from Dacca. Each curer began a session by 
calling on his familiars, thus reassuring Sita and her relatives as to his curing powers. 

 When Sita’s possessions persisted, her father was notified. He brought two ex-
orcists to collaborate in an all-night session to drive off the ghost. They first induced 
possession in Sita by the power of suggestion and by the hypnotic effects of chanting 
mantras (hymns) believed to have supernatural power and using a fire to focus her 
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concentration. Then they tried to exorcise Taraka’s ghost by verbal abuse, hitting Sita, 
squeezing rock salt between her fingers (which was painful), pulling her braids, and 
throwing bits of her hair into the fire. During the session, Sita alternated between see-
ing a ghost, falling into a semiconscious state while a ghost spoke through her, uncon-
sciousness, and intermittent returns to consciousness. Sita was not cured, however, 
and soon thereafter left for an extended visit with her parents, who lived in another 
village. 

 During the rest of our stay in India, we came to learn more about the villagers’ 
beliefs in ghosts and the particular circumstances that led to Sita’s afflictions. In rural 
North India, almost all Hindus believe that the soul goes through a cycle of rebirths. 
Following a person’s death, it becomes a ghost, lingering for thirteen days in the vil-
lage cremation grounds. Villagers who adhere to the doctrines of the Arya Samaj, a 
reform sect of Hinduism, believe in only one God, Bhagwan, and expect his judgment 
after cremation. The majority of villagers, who follow a more traditional version of 
Hinduism with multiple supernatural beings, believe that the soul travels to the Land 
of the Dead, ruled by Yama, Lord of the Dead. There Yama and his scribe review the 
soul’s past actions before deciding on its future. 

 The important element in what happens to the soul at death is its karma, the 
sum of its good and bad actions from all its past lives. After being judged, the soul 
may be reborn or, if the sum of its actions is unusually good, released from the cycle 
of rebirths to join with many other souls and the Universal Absolute, a neuter deity 
known also as the Ultimate Reality, the joining of all souls in one. 

 Many Hindus believe in an additional possibility: a soul may become a ghost 
that lingers, possibly for decades, haunting the places where it lived and died. These 
are the souls of people who die tortured, from disease, accident, suicide, or murder; 
who violate village norms of behavior; who die before the years allotted to them by 
Yama; or who never attain the satisfactions of adult life. The ghosts of persons who 
are murdered or commit suicide are the most malevolent and tarry longest. 

 Ghosts are feared because they are believed to attack the living to seize their 
souls. Many villagers, but not all, believe that being seized by a ghost can cause illness 
or death. Ghost possession is the most vivid form of attack, in which a ghost enters 
and speaks through its victim, who has fallen into semiconsciousness. After recover-
ing, the victim does not remember what took place. Because people in a state of pos-
session may attempt to commit suicide by drowning in a well or by jumping in front 
of a train, they are usually watched by relatives and neighbors. 

 There is often a relationship between a ghost and its victim. For example, we 
learned that Taraka was not only a cousin but also a very close friend of Sita’s. Sita 
had lived with Taraka’s family for six months. Engaged to a man of another village, 
Taraka had an illicit affair with a boy of her own village. Because she became preg-
nant, the loss of her premarital chastity could not be long concealed. 

 The virtue of daughters is crucial to family honor in North India, and a daugh-
ter’s sexual misbehavior, if it becomes generally known, may force a father to get rid 
of her by inducing suicide or even by murder. Taraka’s parents learned of her preg-
nancy and quickly arranged her wedding to her fiancé. They handed over only a small 
dowry, in case Taraka’s in-laws, realizing she was pregnant, returned her. 

 When Taraka went to her husband’s family to begin her marital life, her hus-
band’s parents immediately discovered that she was pregnant. Renouncing all rights to 
her, they returned her to her father. Despite Taraka’s pleas, her father was unforgiving 
and told her to commit suicide. Shortly thereafter, when Taraka, Sita, and some other 
girls were playing, Taraka decided to leave the group and asked Sita to  accompany 
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her. Sita refused. Taraka ran from the group, went to a nearby well, jumped in, and 
drowned. Sita blamed herself for the suicide. 

 Taraka was one of Sita’s three close childhood friends, all of whom she lost during 
the three years before her own marriage. Prior to Taraka’s indiscretions and suicide, a 
schoolmate had been murdered by her father. She was raped by a schoolteacher, and 
even though the girl was the victim and the identity of the assailant was known, her 
father was furious and blamed her. He flew into a rage, raped and murdered her, and 
threw her into a well (villagers regard such crimes as family business and rarely inter-
fere). Another of Sita’s schoolmates died of typhoid and malaria, shortly after begin-
ning sexual relations with her husband. 

 The episode of the untrustworthy schoolteacher worried Sita’s mother, who took 
her daughter out of school. The abrupt end of her education was a shock to Sita, who 
wanted to be a schoolteacher herself. Instead, Sita and her mother went to visit her 
mother’s brother in her mother’s natal village. This was when Sita’s life became en-
twined with Taraka’s, for Taraka was this man’s daughter. 

 In Sita’s mind, the deaths of her friends were linked with mating, marriage, 
childbirth, and disappointed dreams of further education. This link was reinforced 
by other painful memories. As her parents’ first-born child, Sita had lived through the 
deaths of four infant brothers and five infant sisters, who had died because they could 
not digest their mother’s milk. Mother, daughter, and other villagers believed that a 
ghost had taken these infants’ souls. (Two brothers born subsequently had survived.) 
With the memory of the deaths of her friends and infant siblings, the fifteen-year-old 
Sita went to her husband to consummate her marriage, on her second visit to her 
in-laws. 

 On the first night, Sita told her sister-in-law that she was afraid to sleep with 
her husband and implored her to stay with her instead. The sister-in-law did so, but 
when Sita awoke in the night, she found her husband sleeping beside her. They did 
not have sexual relations that night. The following day, Sita went to the well for water 
and either jumped or accidentally slipped and fell in. Fortunately, two men who were 
nearby threw her a rope and pulled her out. As a result of this incident, the young 
couple did not have sexual relations that night either, and the next day Sita returned 
to her parents’ home. 

 The marriage was finally consummated on Sita’s next visit to her husband, some 
months later. During the fourth night of sexual relations, however, Sita was possessed 
by Taraka’s ghost, who said that Sita’s husband was her husband. The statement in-
dicated that Taraka’s ghost had been with Sita at the time of Sita’s wedding, which 
meant that both women were married to Sita’s husband. 

 At best, a North Indian rural woman must make an extraordinary social and psy-
chological adjustment when she marries. At an early age, she moves from her natal 
family, where she is loved, cherished, and indulged, to her marital family, where she 
is chaperoned and required to restrict her movements. She leaves her natal village to 
settle in the unfamiliar surroundings of her husband’s village. She must adjust to her 
husband and his often large family, especially his parents, sisters, and brothers’ wives. 
And in this rural society, where marriages are arranged by parents, the bride may 
not have even seen her husband before the wedding day (although nowadays at least 
some families arrange for the young couple to meet at the time of the engagement). 

 A married woman and her kin are regarded as social inferiors to her husband’s 
kin. A new bride is expected to shoulder harder and more onerous household chores 
and farm work than the daughters in her husband’s family (they too, when they marry 
and go to live with their husbands, will go through a similar experience). A new bride 
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also is generally uninformed about the relation between menarche and childbirth 
and is apprehensive about beginning sexual relations with her husband. The social 
and psychological vulnerability of a bride makes her a prime candidate for attacks 
by ghosts. In Sita’s case, with three friends who had all died before their allotted time 
and without issue, the ghosts were waiting in the wings. All three possessed Sita at 
one time or another, but Taraka’s ghost was her main tormentor. 

 The transition from beloved and only surviving daughter to daughter-in-law was 
particularly stressful for Sita. Moreover, having been raised in a one caste village, she 
had faced little caste discrimination, but her husband’s village was multicaste, and her 
caste was near the bottom of the hierarchy. Her fear of mating and bearing infants 
whose souls might be seized by ghosts was a source of stress, as were various physi-
cal ailments. These cultural, psychological, and physical stresses were preconditions 
for her possessions. Research by neuroscientists during the past two decades may 
shed light on the underlying physiological mechanism of ghost possession. Under the 
stress of mental or physical pain, the body produces morphinelike substances called 
endorphins, which relieve the pain and may trigger mental states called alternate, al-
tered, or dissociative. Ghost possession is one such dissociative mental state. 

 Stress is not confined to brides or women in North India nor is ghost possession. 
On a return visit to the village in 1978, we recorded the cases of three young men who 
were troubled by ghosts. Although some of the details of the cases were different, they 
all involved the stresses of modern life, especially school examinations and job hunt-
ing. Education and employment are signs of economic responsibility that a girl’s par-
ents often require before entrusting their daughter to a young husband. For example, 
one of the young men, a 22-year-old member of the Potter caste, was desperate for a 
job because his wife’s parents would not let their daughter come to live with him un-
less he found one. 

 The young man was possessed, according to his mother and sister, by the ghost 
of his mother’s first husband’s first wife. The belief that the ghost of a first wife will 
haunt her husband’s next wife and children was a strong motif in village culture. 
In this case, the husband had subsequently passed away too, and his next wife 
had remarried and the children were of this marriage; but the principle was similar. 
Known as the Lady, this ghost had possessed the young man’s older brother twenty 
years before under similar circumstances and was now intermittently possessing the 
younger man. 

 The young man was treated by two village exorcists. One was a high-caste Brah-
man. The other was the man whose remark had disturbed Sita twenty years before: 
unemployed at the time and subsequently saddened by the deaths of many of his in-
fants and by his wife’s long illness, he believed that the great god Shiva visited his 
home. Following this experience, he became an exorcist. 

 During our 1978 stay, we also interviewed Sita, who recounted her medical his-
tory. Now a poised, intelligent, 35-year-old woman, she recalled her early possessions, 
which had lasted three years until the birth of her first child. Then the possessions 
had become fits, which she described as follows: 

  They start from the head. I feel giddy and drowsy. Then I can’t see anything and every-
thing goes dark. My legs, hands, and veins stiffen, then a pain goes to my stomach. I don’t 
know what happens, but I have a pain in my heart, my eyes shut, and my tongue comes 
out. I shriek so loud that the whole village, even the Brahmans, know that I am having a 
fit. I have a weak heart. Whenever there is a fight in the family or elsewhere, or if I see a 
dead body, I have fits.  
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 In 1978 Sita’s fits were still taking place. Well acquainted with modern 
 medicine—she went to modern hospitals for what she recognized as biological 
problems—she nonetheless blamed her twenty years of possessions and fits on Tara-
ka’s ghost. According to Sita, Taraka’s ghost had possessed Taraka’s mother, and she 
herself had then been infected through contact with Taraka’s mother. She continued 
to consult indigenous curers, mainly exorcists, who drove off the ghost or gave her 
amulets to control it. 

 In the intervening years, Sita told us, her mother had given birth to three more 
infants who had died. The older of Sita’s surviving brothers had died at age four-
teen, and her grieving mother had died soon after. Sita’s remaining brother became a 
schoolteacher with Sita’s assistance, and she accompanied him and his wife on their 
honeymoon. 

 Sita’s father was still alive, retired from military service. As a small child, Sita 
had idolized him—a soldier who traveled to other countries but came home every 
year for two months. The relationship persisted through the years. When she visited 
him every summer, free from the stress and anxiety of life in her marital family, she 
never had fits. 

 Sita detailed her pregnancies, illnesses, and operations in the years since we first 
met her. Pregnant nine times, she had six children born alive (one of whom died at 
age three), two miscarriages, and one induced abortion, prior to being sterilized in 
1972. Sita’s family had a history of an inability to digest milk, and her first child, a 
daughter, did not take Sita’s milk. Sita’s father arranged for Sita and her daughter to 
be hospitalized while the infant was fed glucose. Because of her father’s influence, 
Sita thereafter went to hospitals for physical problems that she considered serious. 
She had an operation for kidney stones. She suffered from menstrual complaints and 
side effects from being sterilized. A constant worrier, she was badly disturbed when 
one of her brothers-in-law was diagnosed as having tuberculosis, for she feared that 
she might have it. 

 Nevertheless, with regard to her appearance, the maintenance of her household, 
and care of her children, she managed very well and, except for her fits, was in con-
trol of her life. The treatment for ghost possession and fits by exorcists and the vari-
ous amulets they gave her for protection from Taraka’s ghost relieved her anxiety and 
helped to reduce stress. They also brought her other advantages, especially support 
from her natal and marital families, a reduction in her workload, and permission to 
visit her retired father every summer. When we last saw her, Sita was the leader of the 
women of her family, confidently planning the education and future of her children.  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What aspects of her life make Sita a prime candidate for ghost possession in 
Indian society?   

   2.    What happens to the souls of dead people according to Hindu village belief? 
What accounts for the presence of ghosts?   

   3.    How did ghost possession help Sita adjust to her life as a married woman?      
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  29   
 Baseball Magic         
    George Gmelch    

   Americans pride themselves on their scientific approach to life and problem solving. But as 
George Gmelch demonstrates in this updated article, U.S. baseball players, much like people 
in many parts of the world, also turn to supernatural forces to ensure success. Following 
the pioneering analysis of Trobriand magic by Bronislaw Malinowski, Gmelch shows that, 
like Trobriand Islanders, baseball players use magic, including ritual, taboos, and fetishes, 
to manage the anxiety generated by unpredictable events that challenge human control.      *     

     Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com 

        On each pitching day for the first three months of a winning season, Dennis Grossini, 
a pitcher on a Detroit Tiger farm team, arose from bed at exactly 10:00 A.M. At 1:00 P.M. 
he went to the nearest restaurant for two glasses of iced tea and a tuna fish sandwich. When 
he got to the ballpark at 3:00 P.M., he put on the unwashed sweatshirt and jock he wore dur-
ing his last winning game; one hour before the game he chewed a wad of Beech-Nut chew-
ing tobacco. On the mound during the game, after each ball Grossini touched the letters on 
his uniform and straightened his cap. And after every inning in which he gave up a run, he 
washed his hands. 

           

 *  From George Gmelch, “Baseball Magic.” Copyright © 2012 by George Gmelch. Used by permission of George 
Gmelch. 
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 When I asked which part of his ritual was most important, he said, “You can’t 
really tell what’s most important so it all becomes important. I’d be afraid to change 
anything. As long as I’m winning, I do everything the same.” 

 Trobriand Islanders, according to anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, felt the 
same way about their fishing magic.  1   Trobrianders fished in two different settings: in 
the  inner lagoon  where fish were plentiful and there was little danger, and on the  open 
sea  where fishing was dangerous and yields varied widely. Malinowski found that 
magic was not used in lagoon fishing, where men could rely solely on their knowledge 
and skill. But when fishing on the open sea, Trobrianders used a great deal of magic 
to ensure safety and increase their catch. By magic, anthropologists refer to practices, 
notably the use of rituals, taboos, and fetishes or good luck charms, designed to gain 
control over the supernatural. Baseball, America’s national pastime, is an arena in 
which players behave remarkably like Malinowski’s Trobriand fishermen. To profes-
sional ballplayers, baseball is more than just a game, it is an occupation. Since their 
livelihoods depend on how well they perform, many use magic in an attempt to con-
trol the chance that is a part of baseball. There are three essential activities of the 
game—pitching, hitting, and fielding. In the first two, chance can play a surprisingly 
important role. The pitcher is the player least able to control the outcome of his ef-
forts. He may feel great and have good stuff warming up in the bullpen and then get 
in the game and get clobbered. He may make a bad pitch and see the batter miss it for 
a strike or see it hit hard but right into the hands of a fielder for an out. Conversely, 
his best pitch may be blooped for a base hit. He may limit the opposing team to just 
a few hits yet lose the game, and he may give up many hits and win. And the good 
and bad luck doesn’t always average out over the course of a season. For instance, 
this season (2010) Barry Zito, pitching for my hometown San Francisco Giants, 
gave up about the same number of runs per game (3.84 ERA) as his teammate Tim 
Lincecum (3.60 ERA), but Zito has only won eight games and lost 13, while 
Lincecum has won 14 games and lost only nine. Both pitchers have the same players 
behind them. By chance, when Zito pitches the Giants have scored fewer runs while 
his teammate Lincecum has enjoyed considerable run support. Regardless of how 
well a pitcher performs, the outcome of the game also depends upon the proficiency 
of his teammates, the ineptitude of the opposition, and luck. In the words of Boston 
Red Sox pitcher Kyle Snyder, “there is only so much that is within your control and 
the rest is left up to the so-called baseball gods.”  

 Hitting, which many observers call the single most difficult task in the world of 
sports, is also full of uncertainty. Unless it’s a home run, no matter how hard the bat-
ter hits the ball, fate determines whether it will go into a waiting glove or find a gap 
between the fielders. The uncertainty is compounded by the low success rate of hit-
ting: the average hitter gets only one hit in every four trips to the plate, while the very 
best hitters average only one hit in every three trips. Fielding, which we will return to 
later, is the one part of baseball where chance does not play much of a role. 

 How does the risk and uncertainty in pitching and hitting affect players? How 
do they try to control the outcomes of their performance? These are questions that 
I first became interested in many years ago both as a ballplayer and anthropology stu-
dent. I had devoted much of my youth to baseball, and played professionally as a first 
baseman in the Detroit Tiger organization in the 1960s. It was shortly after the end of 
one baseball season that I took an anthropology course called “Magic,  Religion, and 

 1  Malinowski, B.  Magic, Science and Religion and Other Essays.  Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1948. 
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Witchcraft.” As I listened to my professor describe the magical rituals of the  Trobriand 
Islanders, it occurred to me that what these so-called “primitive” people did wasn’t 
all that different from what my teammates and I did for luck and confidence at the 
ballpark. 

  Routines and Rituals 

 The most common way players attempt to reduce chance and feelings of uncertainty 
is to develop a routine—a course of action that is regularly followed. Talking about 
the routines of ballplayers, Pittsburgh Pirates coach Rich Donnelly said: 

  They’re like trained animals. They come out here [ballpark] and everything has to be the 
same, they don’t like anything that knocks them off their routine. Just look at the dugout 
and you’ll see every guy sitting in the same spot every night. . . And don’t you dare take 
someone’s seat. You watch the pitcher warm up and he’ll do the same thing every time. . . 
You get a routine and you adhere to it and you don’t want anybody knocking you off it.  

 Routines are comforting; they bring order into a world in which players have 
little control. The varied elements in routines often produce the tangible benefit of 
helping the player concentrate. All ballplayers know that it is difficult to think and 
hit at the same time, and that following a routine can keep them from thinking too 
much. But some of what players do goes beyond mere routine. These actions are what 
anthropologists define as  ritual —prescribed behaviors in which there is no empirical 
connection between the means (e.g., tapping home plate three times) and the desired 
end (e.g., getting a base hit). Because there is no real connection between the two, 
rituals are not rational. Sometimes they are quite irrational, such as kissing a neck-
lace to get a base hit. 

 Baseball rituals are infinitely varied. Most are personal, and are performed by 
individuals rather than by a team or group. Most are done in a private and unemo-
tional manner; in much the same way players apply pine tar and rosin to their bats 
to improve the grip. A ballplayer may ritualize any activity that he considers impor-
tant or somehow linked to good performance. Recall the variety of things that Dennis 
Grossini does, from specific times for waking and eating to foods and dress. Many 
pitchers listen to the same song on their iPods on the day they are scheduled to start. 
The Oriole’s Glenn Davis used to chew the same gum every day during hitting streaks, 
saving it under his cap. Astros infielder Julio Gotay always played with a cheese sand-
wich in his back pocket (he had a big appetite, so there might also have been a meas-
ure of practicality here). Hall of Famer Red Sox Wade Boggs ate chicken before every 
game during his career, and that was just one of many elements in his pre- and post 
game routine, which also included leaving his house for the ballpark at precisely the 
same time each day (1:47 for a night game), running wind sprints at 7:17 for a 7:35 
start, and drawing a chai—the Hebrew symbol for life—upon entering the batter’s 
box, despite not being Jewish. 

 Many hitters go through a series of preparatory rituals before stepping into the 
batter’s box. These include tugging on their caps and batting gloves, touching their 
uniform letters or medallions, crossing themselves, and swinging the bat a prescribed 
number of times. Boston Red Sox third baseman Mike Lowell always takes four 
warm-up swings in the on deck circle. Not five. Not three. He did it in a high school 
game one day and got four hits and has been doing it ever since. After each pitch 
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Nomar Garciaparra would step out of the batter’s box, kick the dirt with each toe, 
adjust each batting glove and touch his helmet before getting back into the box. There 
were two dozen different elements to his ritual. Former Cleveland Indian first base-
man Mike Hargrove had so many time-consuming elements in his batting ritual that 
he was nicknamed “the human rain delay.” Both Garciaparra and Hargrove believed 
their batting rituals helped them regain their concentration after each pitch. But oth-
ers wondered if they had become prisoners to their elaborate superstitions. 

 Players who have too many or particularly bizarre rituals risk being labeled as 
“flakes,” and not just by teammates but by fans and the media as well. For example, 
ex-Mets pitcher Turk Wendell’s eccentric rituals, which included chewing black lico-
rice while pitching, only to spit it out, brush his teeth and reload the candy between 
innings, and wearing a necklace of teeth from animals he had killed, made him a 
cover story subject in the  New York Times Sunday Magazine.  

 Baseball fans observe a lot of this ritual behavior, such as pitchers smoothing the 
dirt on the mound before each new batter and position players tagging a base when 
leaving and returning to the dugout between innings, never realizing its importance 
to the player. The one ritual many fans do recognize, largely because it’s a favorite of 
TV cameramen, is the “rally cap”—players in the dugout folding their caps and wear-
ing them bill up in hopes of sparking a rally. 

 Rituals grow out of exceptionally good performances. When a player does well, 
he seldom attributes his success to skill alone; he knows that his skills don’t change 
much from day to day. So, then, what was different about today which can explain 
his three hits? He makes a correlation. That is, he attributes his success, in part, to an 
object, a food he ate, not having shaved, a new shirt he bought that day, or just about 
any behavior out of the ordinary. By repeating those behaviors, the player seeks to 
gain control over his performance, to bring more good luck. Outfielder John White 
explained how one of his rituals started: 

  I was jogging out to centerfield after the national anthem when I picked up a scrap of 
paper. I got some good hits that night and I guess I decided that the paper had something 
to do with it. The next night I picked up a gum wrapper and had another good night at the 
plate. . . I’ve been picking up paper every night since.  

 When outfielder Ron Wright played for the Calgary Cannons he shaved his arms 
once a week. It all began two years before when after an injury he shaved his arm so 
it could be taped, and then hit three homers. Wade Boggs’ routine of eating chicken 
before every game began when he was a rookie in 1982 and noticed a correlation be-
tween multiple-hit games and poultry plates (his wife has 40 chicken recipes). One of 
minor leaguer Mike Saccocio’s rituals also concerned food: “I got three hits one night 
after eating at Long John Silver’s. After that when we’d pull into town, my first ques-
tion would be, “Do you have a Long John Silver?” Unlike Boggs, Saccocio abandoned 
his ritual and looked for a new one when he stopped hitting well. 

 During one game former New York Yankee manager Joe Torre stood on the dug-
out steps instead of sitting on the bench when his team was batting. The Yankees 
scored a few runs, so he decided to keep on doing it. As the Yankees won nine games 
in a row, Torre kept standing. Torre explained, “As long as we score, I’ll be doing the 
same thing.” St. Louis Cardinals manager Tony La Russa sometimes prints the names 
on his lineup card and at other times writes them in cursive. It all depends on what 
form—print or cursive—he used the previous game and whether or not his team won. 
Similarly, pennant-winning teams seldom change the design of their uniforms or caps 
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the next season, following the principle of “Never mess with success.” Conversely 
teams with losing records and/or below-average attendance, are far more likely to 
make changes in the design of their uniforms and hats. 

 When in a slump, most players make a deliberate effort to change their rou-
tines and rituals in an attempt to shake off their bad luck. Some players try sitting 
in a different place in the dugout, or driving a different route to the ballpark, or 
changing what they eat before the game. Some shave their heads; while others let 
their beards grow. I had one manager who would rattle the bat bin when the team 
was not hitting well, as if the bats were in a stupor and could be aroused by a good 
shaking. Some of my teammates rubbed their hands along the handles of the bats 
protruding from the bin in hopes of picking up some luck from the bats of others. 
Diamondbacks left fielder Luis Gonzalez sometimes placed his bats in the room 
where Baseball Chapel—a Sunday church service—was about to get underway. 
Gonzales hoped his bats would get some benefit, though he didn’t usually attend 
the service himself. 

  Taboo 

 Taboos are the opposite of rituals. These are things that you shouldn’t do. The word 
comes from a Polynesian term meaning prohibition. Among the Trobriand Island-
ers, for example, Malinowski observed that before they went fishing on the open 
sea, neither men nor women could adorn their bodies or comb their hair or apply 
coconut oil to their skin. Breaking a taboo, Trobrianders and ballplayers believe, 
leads to undesirable consequences or bad luck. Most players observe at least a few 
taboos, such as never stepping on the chalk foul lines. Former Pittsburgh Pirate Jim 
Campanis would never stand in the on deck circle or touch anything in it. Many 
 taboos take place off the field, out of public view. On the day a pitcher is scheduled 
to start, he is likely to avoid activities he believes will detract from his effectiveness. 
On the day they are to start, some pitchers avoid shaving, eating certain foods and 
even having sex (this notion is probably based on an 18th century belief about pre-
serving vital body fluids, but experts now agree there is no ill effect and there may 
actually be a small benefit). 

 Taboos usually grow out of exceptionally poor performances, which players 
attribute to a particular behavior. During my first season of pro ball I ate pan-
cakes before a game in which I struck out three times. A few weeks later I had an-
other terrible game, again after eating pancakes. The result was a pancake taboo: 
I never again ate pancakes during the season. Conversely, former Orioles pitcher 
Jim Palmer, after some success, insisted on eating pancakes before each of his 
starts. Ken Griffey Jr., is said to have gotten rid of his Mercedes because, “it didn’t 
have any hits in it.” It seemed that every time Griffey drove that particular car to 
the ballpark he went hitless. He had the car shipped to his Florida home and later 
traded it in. 

 While most taboos are idiosyncratic, there are a few that are universal to all 
ballplayers and that do not develop out of individual experience or misfortune. These 
are sometimes learned as early as Little League and form part of the wider culture of 
baseball. Mentioning a no-hitter while one is in progress is a well-known example. 
The origins of such shared beliefs are lost in time, though some scholars have pro-
posed theories. For example, the taboo against stepping on the white chalk lines, sug-
gests National Baseball Hall of Fame research director Tim Wiles, may relate to the 
children’s superstition, “step on a crack, break your mother’s back.”  
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  Fetishes 

 Fetishes are charms and material objects believed to embody supernatural power that 
can aid or protect the owner. Good-luck charms are standard equipment for some 
ballplayers. These include a wide assortment of objects from coins, chains, and cru-
cifixes to a favorite baseball hat. The fetishized object may be a new possession or 
something a player found that coincided with the start of a streak and which he be-
lieves contributed to his good fortune. Pitcher Mark LaRosa’s lucky rock has a differ-
ent origin and use: 

  I found it on the field in Elmira after I had gotten bombed. It’s unusual, perfectly round, 
and it caught my attention. I keep it to remind me of how important it is to concentrate. 
When I am going well I look at the rock and remember to keep my focus. The rock re-
minds me of what can happen when I lose my concentration.  

 For one season Marge Schott, former owner of the Cincinnati Reds, insisted that 
her field manager rub her St. Bernard “Schotzie” for good luck before each game. 
When the Reds were on the road, Schott would sometimes send a bag of the dog’s hair 
to the field manager’s hotel room. Religious medallions, which many Latino players 
wear around their necks and sometimes touch before going to the plate or mound, are 
also fetishes, though tied to their Roman Catholicism. (Also relating to their religion, 
some players like Pudge Rodriguez, make the sign of the cross or bless themselves 
before every at bat or even before every pitch, and some point or blow a kiss to the 
heavens after hitting a home run.) 

 Some players regard certain uniform numbers as lucky. Often it is a number they 
wore on a previous team or even in amateur or school baseball, where they had a lot 
of success. When Ricky Henderson came to the Blue Jays, he paid teammate Turner 
Ward $25,000 for the right to wear number 24. Don Sutton got off cheaper. When he 
joined the Dodgers he convinced teammate Bruce Bochy to give up number 20 in ex-
change for a new set of golf clubs. Oddly enough, there is no consensus about the effect 
of wearing number 13. Some players shun it, while a few request it. Number prefer-
ences can extend beyond the uniform. Former Colorado Rockies’ Larry Walker’s fixa-
tion with the number 3 was well known to baseball fans. Besides wearing 33, he took 
three practice swings before stepping into the box, showered from the third nozzle, 
set his alarm for three minutes past the hour and was wed on November 3 at 3:33 P.M. 
Fans in ballparks all across America rise from their seats for the seventh-inning 
stretch before the home club comes to bat because the number 7 is lucky, although 
the actual origin of this tradition is uncertain. 

 Clothing, both the choice and the order in which it is put on, combine elements 
of both ritual and fetish. Some players put on the part of their uniform in a particular 
order. Outfielder Jim Austin always puts on his left sleeve, left pants leg, and left shoe 
before the right. Most players, however, single out one or two lucky articles or quirks 
of dress. After hitting two home runs in a game, for example, ex-Giant infielder Jim 
Davenport discovered that he had missed a buttonhole while dressing for the game. 
For the remainder of his career he left the same button undone. Phillies’ Len Dykstra 
would discard his batting gloves if he failed to get a hit in a single at-bat. In a hitless 
game, he might go through four pair of gloves. For outfielder Brian Hunter the focus 
is shoes: “I have a pair of high tops and a pair of low tops. Whichever shoes don’t 
get a hit that game, I switch to the other pair.” At the time of our interview, he was 
struggling at the plate and switching shoes almost every day. For Birmingham Baron 
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Pitcher Bo Kennedy the arrangement of the different pairs of baseball shoes in his 
locker is critical: 

  I tell the clubbies [clubhouse boys] when you hang stuff in my locker don’t touch my 
shoes. If you bump them move them back. I want the Ponys in front, the turfs to the 
right. . . Everyone on the team knows not to mess with my shoes when I pitch.  

 During hitting or winning streaks players may wear the same clothes day af-
ter day. Once I changed sweatshirts midway through the game for seven consecutive 
nights to keep a hitting streak going. Clothing rituals, however, can become impracti-
cal. Catcher Matt Allen was wearing a long sleeve turtleneck shirt on a cool evening 
in the New York-Penn League when he had a three-hit game. “I kept wearing the shirt 
and had a good week,” he explained. “Then the weather got hot as hell, 85 degrees and 
muggy, but I would not take that shirt off. I wore it for another ten days—catching—
and people thought I was crazy.” Perhaps taking a ritual to the extreme, Leo Durocher, 
managing the Brooklyn Dodgers to a pennant in 1941, spent three and a half weeks in 
the same gray slacks, blue coat, and knitted blue tie. Losing streaks often produce the 
opposite effect, such as the Oakland A’s players who went out and bought new street 
clothes after losing 14 in a row. Former Oakland A’s manager Art Howe often wouldn’t 
wash his socks after the A’s were victorious; and he would also write the lineup card 
with the same pen, and tape the pregame radio show in the same place on the field. 
In the words of one veteran, “It all comes down to the philosophy of not messing with 
success—and deliberately messing with failure.” 

 Baseball’s superstitions, like most everything else, change over time. Many of 
the rituals and beliefs of early baseball are no longer observed. In the 1920s and 30s 
sportswriters reported that a player who tripped en route to the field would often re-
trace his steps and carefully walk over the stumbling block for “insurance.” A century 
ago players spent time on and off the field intently looking for items that would bring 
them luck. To find a hairpin on the street, for example, assured a batter of hitting 
safely in that day’s game. A few managers were known to strategically place a hairpin 
on the ground where a slumping player would be sure to find it. Today few women 
wear hairpins—a good reason the belief has died out. In the same era, Philadelphia 
Athletics manager Connie Mack hoped to ward off bad luck by employing a hunch-
back as a mascot. Hall of Famer Ty Cobb took on a young black boy as a good luck 
charm, even taking him on the road during the 1908 season. It was a not uncommon 
then for players to rub the head of a black child for good luck. 

 To catch sight of a white horse or a wagon-load of barrels were also good omens. 
In 1904 the manager of the New York Giants, John McGraw, hired a driver with a 
team of white horses to drive past the Polo Grounds around the time his players were 
arriving at the ballpark. He knew that if his players saw white horses, they would have 
more confidence and that could only help them during the game. Belief in the power 
of white horses survived in a few backwaters until the 1960s. A gray-haired manager 
of mine in Drummondville, Quebec would drive around the countryside before im-
portant games and during the playoffs looking for a white horse. When he was suc-
cessful, he would announce it to everyone in the clubhouse. 

 One belief that appears to have died out recently is a taboo about crossed bats. 
Several of my Latino teammates in the 1960s took it seriously. I can still recall one 
Dominican player becoming agitated when another player tossed a bat from the bat-
ting cage and it landed on top of his bat. He believed that the top bat might steal hits 
from the lower one. In his view, bats contained a finite number of hits. It was once 
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 commonly believed that when the hits in a bat were used up no amount of good hit-
ting would produce any more. Hall of Famer Honus Wagner believed each bat con-
tained only 100 hits. Regardless of the quality of the bat, he would discard it after its 
100th hit. This belief would have little relevance today, in the era of light bats with 
thin handles—so thin that the typical modern bat is lucky to survive a dozen hits with-
out being broken. Other superstitions about bats do survive, however. Position players 
on the Class A Asheville Tourists would not let pitchers touch or swing their bats, not 
even to warm up. Poor-hitting players, as most pitchers are, were said to pollute or 
weaken the bats. 

 While the elements in many rituals have changed over time, the reliance of play-
ers on them has not. Moreover, that reliance seems fairly impervious to advances in 
education. Way back in the 1890s, in an article I found in the archives of the National 
Baseball Hall of Fame, one observer predicted that the current influx of better edu-
cated players into the game and the “gradual weeding out of bummers and thugs” 
would raise the intellectual standard of the game and reduce baseball’s rampant su-
perstitions. It didn’t. I first researched baseball magic in the late 1960s; when I re-
turned 30 years later as an anthropologist to study the culture of baseball, I expected 
to find less superstition. After all, I reasoned, unlike in my playing days most of to-
day’s players have had some college. I did find that today’s players are less willing to 
admit to having superstitions, but when I asked about their “routines” and what they 
did to give themselves luck they described rituals, taboos, and fetishes little different 
from my teammates in the 60s.  2      

  Uncertainty and Magic 

 The best evidence that players turn to rituals, taboos, and fetishes to control chance 
and uncertainty is found in their uneven application. They are associated mainly with 
pitching and hitting—the activities with the highest degree of chance—and not field-
ing. I met only one player who had any ritual in connection with fielding, and he was 
an error-prone shortstop. Unlike hitting and pitching, a fielder has almost complete 
control over the outcome of his performance. Once a ball has been hit in his direc-
tion, no one can intervene and ruin his chances of catching it for an out (except in 
the unlikely event of two fielders colliding). Compared with the pitcher or the hitter, 
the fielder has little to worry about. He knows that in better than 9.7 times out of 10 
he will execute his task flawlessly. With odds like that there is little need for ritual. 
Clearly, the rituals of American ballplayers are not unlike those of the Trobriand Is-
landers studied by Malinowski many years ago. In professional baseball, fielding is 
the equivalent of the inner lagoon while hitting and pitching are like the open sea. 

 While Malinowski helps us understand how ballplayers respond to chance and 
uncertainty, behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner sheds light on why personal rituals 
get established in the first place.  3   With a few grains of seed Skinner could get pigeons 

 2  In a 2005 cross-cultural comparison, psychologist Jerry Burger and Amy Lynn of Santa Clara University 
found American baseball players to be more superstitious than their Japanese counterparts. And reflect-
ing a basic cultural difference, the Americans were more likely to believe their superstitions aided their 
 individual  performance whereas the Japanese players were more likely to believe their superstitions helped 
 team  performance. 

 3  Skinner, B.F.  Behavior of Organisms: An Experimental Analysis . New York: Appleton-Century, 1938.  Skinner, 
B.F.  Science and Human Behavior.  New York: Macmillan, 1953. 
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to do anything he wanted. He merely waited for the desired behavior (e.g., pecking) 
and then rewarded it with some food. Skinner then decided to see what would happen 
if pigeons were rewarded with food pellets at fixed intervals, like every fifteen sec-
onds, regardless of what they did. He found that the birds associated the arrival of the 
food with a particular action, such as walking in clockwise circles. About ten seconds 
after the arrival of the last pellet, a bird would begin doing whatever it associated with 
getting the food and keep doing it until the next pellet arrived. In short, the pigeons 
behaved as if their actions made the food appear. They had learned to associate a par-
ticular behavior with the reward of being given seed.  

 Ballplayers also associate a reward—successful performance—with prior behav-
ior. If a player touches his crucifix and then gets a hit, he may decide the gesture was 
responsible for his good fortune and touch his crucifix the next time he comes to 
the plate. Some psychologists, like Stuart Vyse, offer an evolutionary explanation for 
such behavior, namely, species, whether humans or pigeons, have a strong tendency 
to repeat any behavior that is coincident with reinforcement. This tendency is adap-
tive: if turning in a circle really does operate the feeder, the pigeon eats and survives 
another day; if not, little is lost. Likewise for ballplayers. Unlike pigeons, however, 
most ballplayers are quicker to change their rituals once they no longer seem to work. 
Skinner found that once a pigeon associated one of its actions with the arrival of food 
or water, only sporadic rewards were necessary to keep the ritual going. One pigeon, 
believing that hopping from side to side brought pellets into its feeding cup, hopped 
ten thousand times without a pellet before finally giving up. But, then, Wade Boggs 
ate chicken before every game, through slumps and good times, for seventeen years. 

 Obviously the rituals and superstitions of baseball do not make a pitch travel 
faster or a batted ball find the gaps between the fielders, nor do the Trobriand rituals 
calm the seas or bring fish. What both do, however, is give their practitioners a sense 
of control, and with that added confidence.  4   And we all know how important that is. 
If you really believe eating chicken or hopping over the foul lines will make you a bet-
ter hitter, it probably will.    

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    According to Gmelch, what is magic, and why do people practice it?   

   2.    What parts of baseball are most likely to lead to magical practice? Why?   

   3.    What is meant by the terms  ritual, taboo , and  fetish?  Illustrate these concepts 
 using examples from this article.   

   4.    How are Malinowski’s and Skinner’s theories of magic alike and different? What 
is each designed to explain?   

   5.    Can you think of other areas of U.S. life where magic is practiced? Do the same 
theories used in this article account for these examples, too?      

 4  In an experiment conducted in the psychology department of a German university, L. Damisch and several 
colleagues were able to demonstrate that believing in luck could actually make a group of college students 
perform better. The students were divided into two groups and taken to a putting green and told to make as 
many putts as they could. One group was given golf balls that were said to be “lucky” and—surprise—they 
sank significantly more putts than the comparison group where there was no mention of luck. 
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  30   
 Run for the Wall: 
An American Pilgrimage         
    Jill Dubisch    

   Pilgrimages involve ritually structured travel that physically removes people from their eve-
ryday lives as they journey to places that evoke important, often life-changing, emotions. As 
a ritual, pilgrimages are structured around repetitive acts that symbolize past events, places, 
stories, and meanings. They involve a ritual of separation, a liminal period, and a final 
reincorporation into normal life for those who embark on them. We often associate pilgrim-
ages with religion, but they may also occur in more secular contexts with much the same 
effect. This is the case for a pilgrimage called the Run for the Wall, described by Jill Dubisch 
in this article. The “run” is a pilgrimage undertaken by motorcyclists who travel for ten days 
each spring from Los Angeles to Washington, D.C., to commemorate soldiers lost during the 
Vietnam War. Started years ago by Vietnam veterans, it has grown to include other riders 
over the years as well. After they leave Los Angeles, riders cross the United States, stopping 
in towns along the way and occasionally participating in commemorations dedicated to the 
memory of veterans. Additional riders may join the run along the way, while others may 
drop out. Those who make it to Washington visit “the wall,” their name for the Vietnam 
War Memorial bearing the names of all those who died in the war. Finally, they participate 
in “rolling thunder,” a parade of thousands of motorcyclists ending at the U.S. Capitol, as 
a way to honor and “remember” soldiers who were captured, missing, and killed in the 
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 Vietnam War. Dubisch describes the ritual nature of the pilgrimage and details its 
emotional effect and transformative power for motorcyclists who participate.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        They roared off the I-40 exit west of Flagstaff, Arizona, a motley crew of leather-clad, 
long-haired bikers on their Harleys.  Here they are,  we thought, as my partner Ray and I 
scrambled to pull our Honda Gold Wing motorcycle in behind them. Excitement washed 
over us, mingled with a large dose of anxiety. Could we really become part of this rough- 
looking crowd, we wondered, these wild looking riders with their black leather jackets, 
chains, headscarves, long hair, and beards? After all, these were  real  bikers—not the sort 
of riders we were used to from our mostly middle-aged Honda Gold Wing motorcycle 
club. And yet this was the group with whom we planned to spend the next ten days, 
 accompanying them on a cross-country journey from Flagstaff to the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial in Washington, D.C., an annual pilgrimage known as the Run for the Wall. 

 As we parked nervously at the end of the line of bikes on the shoulder of the 
road, waiting for our police escort for the parade into downtown Flagstaff, little did 
we know what awaited us in the days ahead. For on this journey across America, both 
we and the mostly Vietnam veterans with whom we rode would develop emotional 
bonds that extended well beyond the Run, and we would experience a transformation 
that would change our lives. Such a transformation was not to be won easily, however, 
for the journey, a gruelling ten-day motorcycle ride, was fraught not only with all the 
dangers of the road that any motorcycle journey entails, but also with the emotional 
dangers involved in reawakening memories of a difficult period in our history—the 
era of the Vietnam War and the political protest and social disruption that were the 
consequences of that war. What’s more, in the course of this journey, our very view of 
the country in which we lived would change, as we were fed and lodged and greeted 
with smiles, tears, and ceremonies—and occasionally with hostility or fear—in small 
communities all across America. The couple that finally returned home three weeks 
later on their motorcycle were not the same people who left Flagstaff that day in early 
May of 1996. The ride turned out to be a pilgrimage, a ritual passage that personally 
transformed both us and those with whom we road. 

 But who were these people who streamed off the highway and into our lives that 
day? Why did they term their journey a pilgrimage and why were they making such a 
pilgrimage so many years after the Vietnam War had ended? And why did they make 
this journey on motorcycles? Why would those who are not veterans choose to ac-
company them? And why would communities along the journey’s route turn out to 
feed and celebrate the veterans and to wish them “welcome home”? In order to an-
swer these questions, it is necessary to address not only the issue of the still-unhealed 
“wounds” of the Vietnam War and to examine the nature of pilgrimage, but also more 
generally to consider the nature of ritual and its role in American life. 

  The Run for the Wall: An American Ritual 

 The Run for the Wall begins every year in mid-May as several hundred motorcycle 
riders gather at a motel in southern California in preparation for their journey across 

 *  Copyright © 2006 by Jill Dubisch. Used by permission. 
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the United States from California to Washington, D.C. Although many of the riders 
might be mistaken for outlaw bikers, with their beards, headscarves, boots, and black 
leather jackets, in fact, most are Vietnam veterans, and the journey they are about to 
undertake is no mere outing or biker joy ride. Rather, they are at the beginning of a 
serious, and often emotional and painful endeavor, a journey with a mission, a pil-
grimage, whose final destination is the most powerful of American secular shrines, 
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial—the Wall. 

 The Run first took place in 1989, when a group of Vietnam veterans decided to 
ride their motorcycles across the country to the recently inaugurated Vietnam Veter-
ans Memorial. Their intention was, as one of those original riders explained to me, 
“to say goodbye” to their fallen comrades whose names were on the Wall, and they 
saw the journey as a one-time event. However, the enthusiastic welcome the group 
received in the communities where they stopped in the course of their ride, and the 
ceremonies and hospitality with which they were greeted, as one rider told me, made 
them realize “we had to do it again.” And so the Run for the Wall has taken place 
every year, and grown every year, so much that recently it has added a more southern 
route to the original Midwestern route with which the Run began. 

 During this ten-day journey across the United States, the riders travel several 
hundred miles a day on their motorcycles. Some go “all the way” to D.C., while others 
travel shorter distances with the group, replaced by others who join along the route, 
so that at times the group may have from 200 to 300 riders, forming a line stretching 
several miles down the highway. During the journey, the riders are greeted with cer-
emonies performed by local organizations such as veterans’ groups and local motor-
cycle organizations. They visit VFW and American legion halls, Vietnam memorials, 
local parks and community halls. They are honored and fed and put up for the night 
at local camping grounds. Few of them pay for a single meal along the way, and camp-
ing is always free. 

 But many of these veterans are making another journey as well—a journey into 
the past and their own painful memories, to a time of personal danger and fear and 
grief, and of national dissention and conflict that split a generation—to that painful 
period of American history, the Vietnam War, a war that (as the 2004 presidential 
campaign showed) remains controversial to this day. And when the group arrives at 
its final destination, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, an arrival always timed for the 
Friday of Memorial Day weekend, the memories become intensely painful, as the rid-
ers confront the names of dead comrades—and the non-veterans the names of dead 
relatives and friends—and relive once more all the traumatic memories of the war. 

 And yet the aim of this journey is not simply to confront the past, or to evoke its 
pain. Rather, the participants describe the aims of their pilgrimage as twofold: as a 
means of healing the individual wounds of the war and as a ride on behalf of all veter-
ans, but especially those “left behind,” the prisoners of war (POWs) and those missing 
in action (MIAs). Nor are these causes the concern of veterans alone. On this ritual 
journey, veterans are accompanied by family, friends, and other supporters, and also, 
since that day in 1996 when we first joined the Run, by two social scientists.  

  The Anthropology of Pilgrimage 

 When I joined the Run for the Wall it was not the first time I had been involved with 
a pilgrimage, however. For a number of years I had done anthropological fieldwork 
at the shrine of the Madonna of the Annunciation on the Greek island of Tinos, one 
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of that country’s most famous pilgrimage sites and the destination of thousands of 
 Orthodox Christian pilgrims every year.  1   Although my work on Tinos was deeply in-
volving and often emotional, I was an outsider, not a Greek Orthodox Christian, and 
from a different culture, and I did not myself participate in pilgrimage. Thus when I 
joined the Run for the Wall, it was the first time I had really been a pilgrim myself, 
and had taken part in a journey with a personal, as well as professional, significance.  

 “Pilgrimage” is a word that usually conjures up visions of sacred journeys con-
nected with the great world religions—the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca, Catholic pil-
grimage to Lourdes or Santiago, or perhaps a journey of Hindus to the sacred waters 
of the Ganges in India. But pilgrimage is by no means limited to such religious tradi-
tions, and in fact it can take a variety of forms. Pilgrimage can range from large-scale 
journeys such as those that devout Muslims make to Mecca, to small individual jour-
neys such as the Irish make to a healing well, or Americans to a family reunion. It can 
be mandated and structured by religious traditions or religious authorities, or under-
taken as a purely individual quest. It can be motivated by spiritual needs or by the 
desire for solutions to such pragmatic physical problems as illness or the inability to 
bear a child. It is, in short, a highly flexible, variable, and multi-faceted ritual activity. 

 This notion of a journey, whether it is actual physical travel or metaphoric, is part 
of what gives pilgrimages their common structure and their widespread appeal. The 
journey is a powerful symbol and is connected with the idea that one needs to go to a 
“different place”—to the wilderness, to a sacred locale, to the site of powerful events 
and away from the place of one’s ordinary life—in order to achieve transformation, to 
touch the sacred, or to receive important messages from the other world. Thus while 
pilgrimage is a journey, it is not just any kind of journey. It is not taken out of pleasure 
or simple practical necessity (though it may also include these elements). Rather it is a 
journey with a purpose, a mission, a ritual act that carries the pilgrim to a place with 
special meaning or power. Nor need such journeys be strictly religious in nature. The 
Run for the Wall and journeys to Elvis Presley’s home at Graceland or to Ground Zero 
at the World Trade Center in New York City, for example, do not fit within established 
religious traditions, yet they are seen by many of their participants as pilgrimages. 

 Pilgrimage destinations themselves draw people for a variety of reasons. Cer-
tain places are special, often by virtue of things that have happened there, whether a 
human event, such as the Battle of Gettysburg, or the appearance or act of a divine 
being, such as an apparition of the Virgin Mary at Lourdes in France. In other cases, 
the origins of the pilgrimage site may be lost in time, and the site simply known for 
its miraculous powers, as is the case with the healing wells of Ireland. And some pil-
grimage sites attract people through the physical powers of place, as with mountains 
in Chinese pilgrimage, or the red rock “vortexes” of Sedona, Arizona. But journeys are 
also metaphorical. The idea of life as a moral and spiritual journey is deeply ingrained 
in the Christian religion. (And it is no coincidence that in the 1960s a psychedelic ex-
perience, in which one journeyed in mind but not in body, was termed a “trip”!)  

  The Anthropology of Ritual 

 I have spoken of pilgrimage as a “ritual,” but what, exactly, are rituals, and why are 
they important? And what sort of ritual is pilgrimage? 

 1  See Jill Dubisch,  In a Different Place  (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
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 Robbie Davis-Floyd, in her book  Birth as an American Rite of Passage,  defines rit-
ual as “a patterned, repetitive, and symbolic enactment of a cultural belief or value.”  2   
According to Davis-Floyd, the primary purpose of ritual is “transformation,” and for 
this reason rituals are often performed to mark important occasions, times, or transi-
tions. From the perspective of those performing the rituals, there are a variety of pur-
poses in carrying out ritual activities: to maintain order in the world, to connect with 
gods or ancestors, to protect, to express group or individual identity, or because the 
rituals are mandated by the religious system of the society. Rituals can bring about 
changes, as when rites of passage such as baptism or marriage transform individuals 
by moving them from one social status or stage of life to another. Rituals also mark 
off ordinary life from times when special activities are permitted or required. The 
carnival period preceding Lent in Catholic cultures both allows creativity and license 
absent in ordinary life and at the same time signals the beginning of the period of ab-
stinence to follow, a period that itself parallels and dramatizes the sufferings of Christ 
before the crucifixion and resurrection. Similarly, a pilgrimage is an activity and time 
set apart, and pilgrimage may take place at times of special significance, such as holy 
days or national days of commemoration. Thus the Run for the Wall is timed so that 
its arrival at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial takes place on Memorial Day weekend, a 
period of remembering the war dead and of patriotic activities.  

 This brings up another important feature of rituals. As the famous scholar of 
religion, Mircea Eliade pointed out, rituals often reenact the important myths of soci-
ety, showing us why they are the way they are. Thus Christian Easter rituals enact the 
crucifixion and resurrection, while the Jewish Passover meal, the Seder, recounts the 
Jews’ flight from Egypt. Nor need such rituals be religious in nature. The Fourth of 
July in the United States, for example, commemorates the signing of the Declaration 
of Independence and serves as an occasion to proclaim American values of freedom, 
patriotism, and community. Rituals may also seek to rewrite or reshape the past. In 
the Run for the Wall, as I will show, veterans seek, among other things, to transform 
the meaning of being a Vietnam veteran from shame to pride, and to give veterans 
a chance for the homecoming reception most never had when they returned from 
 Vietnam. (“Welcome home, brother” is the ritual greeting extended to these veterans 
by other veterans on the Run and by those who greet them along the way.) 

 Symbolism plays an important role in rituals. Victor Turner, an anthropolo-
gist who devoted much of his work to the study of ritual, saw symbols as having two 
poles: the ideological and the sensory. On the one hand, rituals engage our senses of 
sound, touch, sight, taste and smell (the sensory pole). On the other hand, they also 
convey important messages about social values (the ideological pole). Although con-
temporary anthropologists would see these two dimensions as intertwined, with each 
embedded in the other (rather than as opposite poles), they would agree that it is the 
combination of the ideological and the sensory that makes rituals so powerful and 
moving, for they engage more than just our intellects. For this reason, people some-
times find themselves moved by the rituals of other groups or cultures, even when 
they themselves do not share the values of those performing the ritual. 

 Although rituals are often perceived as being “traditional,” passed on in the same 
form from generation to generation, the fact is that rituals are an ongoing human 
activity and must be re-created every time they are performed. Hence rituals are sub-
ject to both intentional and unintentional change. Moreover, new rituals are created 

 2  Robbie Davis-Floyd,  Birth as an American Rite of Passage  (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1992), p. 8. 
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 regularly, and old ones modified. The Run for the Wall has now become a yearly “tra-
dition,” the ritual activities carried out in the course of its journey modified and added 
to every year by both the participants and by those who host them along the way. 

 It is clear that rituals are a rich source of data for the anthropologist and im-
portant windows on the culture in which they occur. For this reason, I like Renato 
Rosaldo’s description of rituals as “busy intersections,” places where “a number of 
distinct social processes interact.”  3   It is just such a “busy intersection” that we find in 
the annual motorcycle pilgrimage known as the Run for the Wall.   

  Pilgrimage as Ritual 

 One reason that the journey—as both symbol and as an actual activity—is so power-
ful is that it has the potential to create what anthropologists call a “liminal” state. 
Liminality is an important feature of those rituals we call “rites of passage,” in which 
individuals or groups move from one stage or condition to another. Victor Turner and 
his wife, Edith Turner, saw pilgrimage as one type of rite of passage. When one is on 
a pilgrimage, the liminal period is marked by the physical separation created by the 
journey itself. Ordinary duties are left behind, and time and space take on different 
meanings. This may induce an altered state of consciousness that renders the pilgrim 
more receptive to both the messages of the journey and the healing or other transfor-
mations that pilgrimage can effect. Thus once the pilgrimage is over, the pilgrim often 
has experienced an inner transformation, such as healing of physical or psychological 
ills, atonement for sin, or spiritual renewal. Transformation of social status or identity 
may also take place. Vietnam veterans who participate in the Run for the Wall may 
return home with newly created identities  as  veterans (an identity they may have pre-
viously played down or denied), and they may also find that they have finally begun to 
heal the long-buried wounds of Vietnam. 

 To see how these various features of pilgrimage and ritual are represented on the 
Run for the Wall, let us look at some of the events that take place in the course of this 
ten-day journey. But before that, it is necessary to address two important elements of 
American culture that come together to define this pilgrimage: the Vietnam War and 
motorcycle riding.  

  The Vietnam War 

 The Run for the Wall’s focus on the POW/MIA issue carries the message that the Viet-
nam War in some sense is not really over (a message also made clear in the 2004 pres-
idential campaign and the frequent comparisons of the Iraq war to Vietnam). Despite 
the fact that the Vietnam war officially ended thirty years ago, unresolved conflicts 
over the meaning of the war, and the fact that it is a war that the United States did 
not “win,” have made the memories of the war difficult and contentious, not only for 
veterans but for Americans generally. In addition, many veterans are still struggling 
to come to terms with their own roles in the war, as their faith in themselves—and 
in the values of their culture—was shaken by the experience. When these veterans 
returned home, their belief that they would be honored for having fought and risked 
their lives in defense of their country by those they thought they were  defending 

 3   Culture and Truth  (New York: Beacon, 1989), p. 17. 
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was  undermined by the indifference, and sometimes outright hostility, with which a 
number of homecoming veterans were received. 

 Because of such a reception, many veterans were reluctant to speak of their ex-
periences in Vietnam or to connect or identify themselves with other veterans. They 
saw their postcombat symptoms as signs of their own craziness, and not the conse-
quences of a shared experience. Although veterans who ended up in therapy groups in 
veterans’ hospitals had some opportunity to talk about their experiences, many, if not 
most, Vietnam veterans bore their emotional burdens alone. 

 Many of these returning veterans thus sought to put Vietnam behind them and 
to “get on with their lives.” It was only later that some of them, at least, began to feel 
the delayed traumatic effects of their wartime experience and found their carefully 
constructed postwar lives crumbling. It is from the need to address both the long-
term and delayed consequences of the war, both for themselves and others, that many 
of the participants came to be involved in the Run for the Wall. 

 But why motorcycles?  

  Motorcycles in American Culture 

 Motorcycles have long held an attraction for veterans, from the returning veterans of 
World War II (some of whom formed the first Hell’s Angels club) to current veterans 
of the Iraq war. For many of those who ride them, motorcycles symbolize important 
American values of freedom, self-reliance, patriotism, and individualism. Assertion 
of these values, and particularly patriotism, is evident among at least some groups of 
bikers—and certainly on the Run for the Wall—in the form of American flags, eagles, 
and other similar emblems decorating the motorcycles, the jackets, and the tee shirts 
of the bikers. 

 Many bikers also see themselves as a breed apart, “rebels” against the norms and 
restrictions of conventional society (even if only for the weekends they can “escape” 
on their motorcycles). The sense of marginality that some veterans felt on their return 
to civilian life, and the difficulty they may experience in adapting to that life, thus fit 
with the marginality of at least some segments of motorcycle culture, especially that 
of the “outlaw” bikers and similar groups. Motorcycle riding can also have important 
therapeutic effects, providing a space in which veterans feel that they can “clear their 
heads” and find some peace from the memories and emotional traumas that continue 
to haunt them. 

 There is a sense of solidarity and “brotherhood” that exists among bikers that is 
also important in the Run for the Wall. This sense of brotherhood echoes the camara-
derie of warriors in combat; indeed, participating in the Run for the Wall is for some 
like going into battle again—this time for the POW/MIA cause and for the healing of 
fellow veterans. This is echoed in the military formation of the riders, rolling two by 
two in a long column down the highway, and in the element of danger present in any 
motorcycle ride, as well as in the roar of the motorcycles themselves. 

 By riding motorcycles, the participants in the Run for the Wall also set them-
selves apart from those making a cross-country journey by ordinary means. The pa-
rade of motorcycles (at points numbering several hundred bikes) riding side by side in 
formation down the highway presents an impressive sight, which is part of the strat-
egy employed by the Run in its political agenda—calling attention to the POW/MIA 
issue. At the same time, riding motorcycles represents a more conventional element 
of pilgrimage—the role that hardship and suffering often play in the pilgrim’s journey. 
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Such suffering emphasizes the importance of the journey and leads to a feeling of ac-
complishment among those who have succeeded in reaching their destination. This 
sense of accomplishment is reflected in the honoring of those who have gone “all the 
way,” that is, made the entire journey from California to Washington, D.C. The physi-
cal sensations of motorcycle riding—the noise, the motion, the riding in formation 
with several hundred other motorcycles, the hazards of the road—also combine to 
create a psychological receptivity to the ritual messages imparted along the journey’s 
route. 

 But what are these messages, and how are they imparted in the course of the 
Run’s many rituals? In order to answer this question, let us look at several of the ritual 
stops made during the Run for the Wall’s long cross-country journey.  

  The Navajo Reservation and the Brotherhood of Warriors 

 Since its inception, the Run for the Wall, while maintaining the same basic itiner-
ary (from California to Washington in ten days, arriving the Friday of Memorial Day 
weekend), has also regularly altered, added, and sometimes eliminated the various 
stops and ceremonies that punctuate the journey. In 1998, a new stop was added to 
the Run for the Wall, as the organizers of the Run responded to an invitation from the 
Navajo Reservation to ride to the still in progress Navajo Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
at Window Rock on the Run’s third day out. 

 That particular year, the Run had endured snow on its way through the moun-
tains of Northern Arizona and temperatures hovering around forty degrees Fahren-
heit as we crossed the high desert along Interstate 40 toward Gallup (with a wind 
chill close to zero for those riding on motorcycles). As we turned off the interstate 
toward the Navajo Nation administrative center of Window Rock, we were met by a 
contingent of Navajo police who escorted us along the narrow two-lane road that led 
through the reservation. All along the route, groups of Navajo stood next to cars and 
pick-up trucks, waving and applauding as we rode by. As we pulled into the parking 
lot beneath the dramatic red rock formation that gives the town of Window Rock 
its name, we saw crowds of Navajo gathered around the lot and on the rocks above. 
We rolled to a stop and the crowd burst into enthusiastic applause. In response, the 
bikers gunned their engines in a collective roar. From the podium at one end of the 
parking lot, a Navajo leader said, “Look around you, white men—you’re surrounded 
by Indians. We’ll take your bikes. You can have our horses.” His comment acknowl-
edged both the differences that separated the Navajo from the mostly Anglo group of 
bikers and the shared military history that connected them. In the ceremonies that 
followed, Navajo leaders gave the Run a Navajo Nation flag to carry to the Wall, a 
Navajo folk singer performed a song he wrote in memory of a brother who died in 
Vietnam,  Navajo children took our pictures while balancing precariously on the rocks 
above, and there was a demonstration by the last living World War II “code talkers” 
(Navajo who had participated in a secret military operation that used the Navajo lan-
guage as a code). Then, as the desert light dimmed around the mystical formation of 
Window Rock, Navajo and non-Navajo warriors saluted while a bugler played “Taps.” 

 At Window Rock what might be seen as an opposition (Anglo/Native American) 
is transformed into a common culture of the brotherhood of warriors. The horse and 
the motorcycle are both warrior’s symbols, a dead warrior is memorialized (remind-
ing all those present of the common sacrifices made by Navajo and non-Navajo), 
Navajo are connected to the riders and to the riders’ destination—the Vietnam  
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Memorial—through the presentation of the flag that the riders will carry to D.C., tying 
the Navajo not only to the pilgrims but also to the powerful symbols of the nation’s 
capital and thus to the nation itself. The cold, grueling ride that preceded these cer-
emonies for the Run for the Wall participants placed us all in an altered and receptive 
state that made this ceremony at Window Rock one of the most emotionally powerful 
events of our pilgrimage.  

  The Power of Places: Evoking the Memory and Emotion 
of the Past at Angel Fire, New Mexico 

 On its fourth day out, the Run stops at the Vietnam Memorial at Angel Fire, New 
Mexico, high in the mountains near Taos. Although to most people it is best known as 
a ski area, to those who have participated in the Run for the Wall it will always be one 
of the most beautiful and powerful places associated with their pilgrimage. Here, high 
on a knoll and surrounded by a wind-swept alpine valley and snow-topped moun-
tain peaks, stands a beautiful chapel, shaped like a white wing rising against the New 
Mexico sky. Next to the chapel is a memorial and museum of the Vietnam War, with 
photographs and exhibits. In the chapel itself, photographs of New Mexican men who 
died in Vietnam, looking terribly young in their military uniforms, stretches across 
the wall above a tier of seats descending to the lower part of the chapel and the simple 
cross that is the building’s only ornament. There are often flowers or other offerings at 
the base of the cross, and on each tier of seats sits a box of tissues, mute testimony to 
the powerful emotions this stark and simple memorial evokes. 

 The memorial and chapel were built by Dr. Victor Westphal who lost his son 
in Vietnam, and who is now himself buried on the memorial’s grounds. (Until 2004, 
Dr. Westphal was there to greet the Run every year, the latter years in a wheelchair.) 
The first year we were on the Run, there was a service held in the chapel for a veteran 
who had died the year before and who had been one of the original organizers of the 
Run. His wife spoke eloquently of what the Run’s support had meant to her in her 
own mourning. Her words had particular resonance with this group of Vietnam veter-
ans, many of whom still grieve for the loss of comrades in a war that was over decades 
ago. Then a young woman with an incredibly pure voice sang “Amazing Grace.” There 
was not one of those wild tough bikers who had so intimidated us at the beginning of 
our journey who was not at that point in tears. 

 Many veterans have spoken to us about the significance of Angel Fire in their 
own spiritual and psychic journey toward healing. For those who felt they had gotten 
past the traumas of Vietnam and moved on with their lives, for those who had come 
on the Run thinking they were “just going for a ride” with fellow biker vets, Angel 
Fire awakened memories and reopened wounds that had never completely healed. At 
this point, many began to realize they had much left from the past that they had not 
confronted, that had continued to affect their lives and the lives of those around them. 
For these individuals, Angel Fire was not simply a stop on their pilgrimage; rather, it 
was the beginning of their  real  pilgrimage. 

 Part of the power of Angel Fire lies in its setting—the remoteness, the beauty, 
the steep, winding and somewhat hazardous mountain roads that must be traversed 
to get there. This creates a receptivity to the emotions of the past that are evoked by 
the memorial. Nor is it only those on the Run who journey here for pilgrimage. Cer-
emonies are held here on other days as well: on Veterans’ Day and on Father’s Day, in 
honor of the men killed in Vietnam whose children never had a chance to know them. 
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And in between such events, more solitary pilgrimages are made by those drawn by 
the power of the site.  

  Limon, Colorado: Remembering the Missing and the Dead 

 Limon, Colorado is the Run’s stop on its fifth night. It is a long day, riding from 
 Cimarron, New Mexico, the previous night’s stop, making several ceremonial stops 
along the way (including, one year, at the Colorado Vietnam memorial in Pueblo), 
ending up at this small town in eastern Colorado on the edge of the Great Plains. After 
checking into motels or the local KOA campground (where camping, as everywhere 
on the Run’s journey, is free), many riders mount up again for the half hour ride east 
to the town of Hugo, where they will be served a wonderful feast prepared by the lo-
cal women. Afterwards, everyone regroups at the KOA for the evening’s ceremony, 
conducted by members of Task Force Omega, a group of families of POWs and MIAs. 
Here every year, as dusk falls, the names of the Colorado Missing in Action are read 
in a candlelight ritual that varies from year to year. On the 1999 Run, a “V” of cande-
labra was set up in a space near the tents, and we formed into couples, each couple 
assigned a month and given a list of names of those who had gone missing in Vietnam 
in that month. As each month was called, the woman read the names on her list. As 
each name was read in the gathering darkness, the man called out, “Still on patrol, 
sir!” Afterwards we all joined hands in a “healing circle.” 

 The Run for the Wall’s journey is punctuated with rituals such as these, rituals 
created by Run for the Wall participants and by the individuals and groups that host 
them along the way. Most of these rituals, in one way or another, commemorate the 
missing and the dead of the Vietnam War. In the ritual at Limon, it is specifically the 
missing who are memorialized, providing a ritual for those who have been left in 
limbo—both the missing themselves and those they have left behind, who have had 
no space provided for mourning those they have lost. The audience participation 
in the ritual joins all of us with those who are missing, and with those who mourn. 
The light of candles, the growing darkness, the open spaces of the looming plains 
ahead and the mountains behind us create a powerful ritual atmosphere, as do the 
voices of the dead responding to the calling of their names. They are still here, they 
remind us, still connected, and we should not forget. (“Missing but not forgotten,” 
we responded in unison another year, as the names of the missing were read at this 
same ceremony.)  

  At the Wall: Confronting the Sacred Space 

 The Vietnam Veterans Memorial, with its two black granite wings engraved with the 
names of the over 58,000 American soldiers who died in Vietnam, is a particularly 
powerful symbol in that it memorializes both the individual and the collective dead. 
For many veterans, it is the Wall, and not individual grave sites, where the spirits of 
their dead comrades reside. And for many veterans, it is such an emotional and pow-
erful place that they can scarcely bear to think about it, let alone visit. On my first 
journey with the Run, one veteran, also riding with the group for the first time, told 
me how terrified he was as we drew closer to our destination. He did manage to com-
plete the journey, but, like many others, he was overcome with grief once he reached 
the memorial. For many, it is only because they have the support of the other pilgrims 
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on this journey that they are able to make this pilgrimage and to confront its destina-
tion at the end. 

 There are no collective rituals at the Wall. Each of the pilgrims from the Run 
carries out his (or her) own symbolic acts, whether that be leaving important ob-
jects (wreaths, military objects, photographs, letters, and flowers), making rubbings 
of names, praying, or simply sitting in sorrow and contemplating the many names 
carved on the black granite surface. Although individual in their expression of grief 
and remembrance, these are rituals that would be recognized by pilgrims everywhere. 
Indeed, it is such activities—both the acts themselves and the many physical markers 
they leave behind—that often mark powerful and popular pilgrimage sites. 

 For many who are involved with the Run, the Wall has almost mystical powers. 
People speak of “Wall magic,” the force that draws people to the Wall and to each 
other for healing. To touch a name on the Wall, I was told, is to call forth the soul of 
the person who died. And some veterans who keep vigil at the Wall the night after the 
Run arrives (the “Night Patrol”) report hearing a cacophony of voices coming from 
the black granite surface, as if all the dead were trying to speak to them at once. Thus 
the Wall serves as a place of connection between worlds, between the living and the 
dead, as well as a place for remembering and for healing.  

  The Return 

 There are no special rituals marking the homeward journey of the Run for the Wall 
participants. Riders return home singly or with groups of friends, make a quick and 
direct journey or stop to visit friends and family, as they wish. But they return as dif-
ferent people, for the Run for the Wall, like many pilgrimages, is, among other things, 
a rite of passage and a ritual of transformation. Some have found at least a measure 
of peace and healing through their journey, through the support of other veterans 
and of those who host them along the way, and through their confrontation with the 
Wall and all that it represents. Others have “come out of the woods,” out of the shame 
and guilt and sense of isolation that being a veteran has entailed, and have begun to 
acknowledge, and even to be proud of, their status as veterans. All have been given 
an opportunity—and space and support—to mourn the dead for whom the veteran’s 
grief is often still intense and surprisingly fresh. And in a sense, many have been given 
the opportunity to ritually reenact the Vietnam War by riding for a cause (the POW/
MIA issue) with fellow veterans, on an intense, difficult, and sometimes dangerous 
mission, arriving—this time in triumph—in the nation’s capitol. Here, instead of the 
indifference and even hostility that met them when they returned from Vietnam, they 
are greeted with warmth and enthusiasm. Thus through ritual, they, in some sense, 
at least, “rewrite” their own history, as well as that of the war, and become heroes, at 
last, in what is for many “the parade they never had.”  

  Conclusion: The Journey That Has No End 

 Pilgrimage, an ancient ritual, continues to flourish today in a range of forms. To un-
derstand its continuing popularity, we must also look to the many reasons why people 
undertake such ritual journeys. One of the answers to this may lie in the creative po-
tential of pilgrimage itself, for, as the Run for the Wall illustrates, it is a ritual readily 
adapted to a variety of situations and to a range of human needs. Indeed, pilgrimage 



286 P A R T  E I G H T   Religion, Magic, and Worldview

may be a perfect ritual for a contemporary global world, as it both lends itself to our 
individual purposes and desires and connects us to the larger world. 

 Like most rituals, the Run for the Wall, also offers itself to many meanings 
and interpretations. That two individuals who opposed the Vietnam War, and who 
find some of the kinds of patriotic sentiments celebrated on the Run distasteful, can 
nonetheless find their participation in the Run for the Wall one of the most moving 
and powerful experiences of their lives, is testimony to this. It became clearer to me 
through my own participation the ways in which a pilgrimage, like other rituals, can 
be many, even contradictory, things at once: a political movement and a personal jour-
ney of healing, a celebration of the warrior and a memorial to the tragedy of war, an 
experience of liminality by the marginal and a mode of integration and the overcom-
ing of marginality, a journey away and a coming home. 

 As I write this article, the United States is once again engaged in foreign wars, 
in Iraq and in Afghanistan, and these wars are increasingly reflected in the Run for 
the Wall and its rituals. (Even prior to these wars, the Run had already attracted some 
Gulf War veterans, and had begun to broaden its mission to include the veterans, 
and the missing and the dead, of all American wars.) In 2003, Lori Piestewa, the first 
Native American woman to die in combat, was memorialized at Run for the Wall 
ceremonies in Gallup, New Mexico. In the 2004 Run, we were joined by both return-
ing Iraq veterans and those about to be deployed, and prayers were offered daily for 
the safety of all those serving. Remembering their own treatment when they returned 
from war, several veterans reminded participants to be sure that today’s returning vet-
erans were better received and cared for. As the Vietnam veterans on the Run can tes-
tify, the wounds of war are deep and long lasting. For these reasons, then, the Run for 
the Wall is a ritual journey whose end is nowhere in sight.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What does Dubisch mean by the term  ritual?  What are the basic parts of rituals?   

   2.    What is a pilgrimage, according to Dubisch? What are the common features of a 
pilgrimage?   

   3.    What kind of people started the Run for the Wall? Why? What effect does Dubi-
sch say the run has on its participants?   

   4.    Dubisch argues that the Run for the Wall has a strong emotional and trans-
formative impact on those who participate. What appears to generate such in-
tense feelings?      
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  31   
 Body Ritual among 
the Nacirema         
    Horace Miner    

   Ritual involving repeated symbolic acts can be about many things—the growth of crops, 
the response to death, movement from one social identity to another, community solidarity, 
and much more. It can also be about one’s body, including how to care for it, how to make 
it socially acceptable, and how to make it impressive to others. This classic article written 
in 1958 by Horace Miner describes the extensive body ritual of a North American group, 
the Nacirema, whose houses contain special shrines in which body ritual takes place. From 
the article, it is clear that the society’s elaborate variety of body rituals reveals important 
Nacirema cultural values.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        The anthropologist has become so familiar with the diversity of ways in which different peo-
ples behave in similar situations that he is not apt to be surprised by even the most exotic 
customs. In fact, if all of the logically possible combinations of behavior have not been found 
somewhere in the world, he is apt to suspect that they must be present in some yet unde-
scribed tribe. This point has, in fact, been expressed with  respect to clan organization by 

           

 *  From Horace Miller, “Body Ritual among the Nacirema,”  The American Anthropologist,  vol. 58, June 1956. Used by 
permission of Blackwell Publishing. 
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Murdock.  1   In this light, the magical beliefs and practices of the Nacirema present 
such unusual aspects that it seems desirable to describe them as an example of the 
extremes to which human behavior can go.  

 Professor Linton first brought the ritual of the Nacirema to the attention of anthro-
pologists twenty years ago, but the culture of this people is still very poorly understood.  2   
They are a North American group living in the territory between the Canadian Cree, the 
Yaqui and Tarahumare of Mexico, and the Carib and Arawak of the Antilles. Little is 
known of their origin, although tradition states that they came from the east. . . .  

 Nacirema culture is characterized by a highly developed market economy which 
has evolved in a rich natural habitat. While much of the people’s time is devoted to 
economic pursuits, a large part of the fruits of these labors and a considerable por-
tion of the day are spent in ritual activity. The focus of this activity is the human body, 
the appearance and health of which loom as a dominant concern in the ethos of the 
people. While such a concern is certainly not unusual, its ceremonial aspects and as-
sociated philosophy are unique. 

 The fundamental belief underlying the whole system appears to be that the hu-
man body is ugly and that its natural tendency is to debility and disease. Incarcerated 
in such a body, man’s only hope is to avert these characteristics through the use of the 
powerful influences of ritual and ceremony. Every household has one or more shrines 
devoted to this purpose. The more powerful individuals in the society have several 
shrines in their houses and, in fact, the opulence of a house is often referred to in 
terms of the number of such ritual centers it possesses. Most houses are of wattle and 
daub construction, but the shrine rooms of the more wealthy are walled with stone. 
Poorer families imitate the rich by applying pottery plaques to their shrine walls. 

 While each family has at least one such shrine, the rituals associated with it are 
not family ceremonies but are private and secret. The rites are normally only dis-
cussed with children, and then only during the period when they are being initiated 
into these mysteries. I was able, however, to establish sufficient rapport with the na-
tives to examine these shrines and to have the rituals described to me. 

 The focal point of the shrine is a box or chest which is built into the wall. In this 
chest are kept the many charms and magical potions without which no native believes 
he could live. These preparations are secured from a variety of specialized practition-
ers. The most powerful of these are the medicine men, whose assistance must be re-
warded with substantial gifts. However, the medicine men do not provide the curative 
potions for their clients, but decide what the ingredients should be and then write 
them down in an ancient and secret language. This writing is understood only by the 
medicine men and by the herbalists who, for another gift, provide the required charm. 

 The charm is not disposed of after it has served its purpose, but is placed in the 
charm–box of the household shrine. As these magical materials are specific for certain 
ills, and the real or imagined maladies of the people are many, the charm–box is usu-
ally full to overflowing. The magical packets are so numerous that people forget what 
their purposes were and fear to use them again. While the natives are very vague on 
this point, we can only assume that the idea in retaining all the old magical materials 
is that their presence in the charm–box, before which the body rituals are conducted, 
will in some way protect the worshipper. 

 1  Murdock, George P. 1949. Social Structure. New york: The Macmillan Co. 

 2  Linton, Ralph. 1936. The Study of man. New Yuork: D. Appleton Century co. 
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 Beneath the charm–box is a small font. Each day every member of the family, 
in succession, enters the shrine room, bows his head before the charm–box, mingles 
different sorts of holy water in the font, and proceeds with a brief rite of ablution. The 
holy waters are secured from the Water Temple of the community, where the priests 
conduct elaborate ceremonies to make the liquid ritually pure. 

 In the hierarchy of magical practitioners, and below the medicine men in pres-
tige, are specialists whose designation is best translated “holy–mouth–men.” The 
Nacirema have an almost pathological horror of and fascination with the mouth, the 
condition of which is believed to have a supernatural influence on all social relation-
ships. Were it not for the rituals of the mouth, they believe that their teeth would fall 
out, their gums bleed, their jaws shrink, their friends desert them, and their lovers 
reject them. They also believe that a strong relationship exists between oral and moral 
characteristics. For example, there is a ritual ablution of the mouth for children which 
is supposed to improve their moral fiber. 

 The daily body ritual performed by everyone includes a mouth–rite. Despite the 
fact that these people are so punctilious about care of the mouth, this rite involves a 
practice which strikes the uninitiated stranger as revolting. It was reported to me that 
the ritual consists of inserting a small bundle of hog hairs into the mouth, along with 
certain magical powders, and then moving the bundle in a highly formalized series of 
gestures. 

 In addition to the private mouth–rite, the people seek out a holy–mouth–man 
once or twice a year. These practitioners have an impressive set of paraphernalia, con-
sisting of a variety of augers, awls, probes, and prods. The use of these objects in the 
exorcism of the evils of the mouth involves almost unbelievable ritual torture of the 
client. The holy–mouth–man opens the client’s mouth and, using the above mentioned 
tools, enlarges any holes which decay may have created in the teeth. Magical materi-
als are put into these holes. If there are no naturally occurring holes in the teeth, large 
sections of one or more teeth are gouged out so that the supernatural substance can 
be applied. In the client’s view, the purpose of these ministrations is to arrest decay 
and to draw friends. The extremely sacred and traditional character of the rite is evi-
dent in the fact that the natives return to the holy–mouth–men year after year, despite 
the fact that their teeth continue to decay. 

 It is to be hoped that, when a thorough study of the Nacirema is made, there will 
be careful inquiry into the personality structure of these people. One has but to watch 
the gleam in the eye of a holy–mouth–man, as he jabs an awl into an exposed nerve, to 
suspect that a certain amount of sadism is involved. If this can be established, a very 
interesting pattern emerges, for most of the population shows definite masochistic 
tendencies. It was to these that Professor Linton referred in discussing a distinctive 
part of the daily body ritual which is performed only by men. This part of the rite in-
volves scraping and lacerating the surface of the face with a sharp instrument. Special 
women’s rites are performed only four times during each lunar month, but what they 
lack in frequency is made up in barbarity. As part of this ceremony, women bake their 
heads in small ovens for about an hour. The theoretically interesting point is that what 
seems to be a preponderantly masochistic people have developed sadistic specialists. 

 The medicine men have an imposing temple, or  latipso , in every community of 
any size. The more elaborate ceremonies required to treat very sick patients can only 
be performed at this temple. These ceremonies involve not only the thaumaturge but 
a permanent group of vestal maidens who move sedately about the temple chambers 
in distinctive costume and headdress. 
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 The  latipso  ceremonies are so harsh that it is phenomenal that a fair proportion 
of the really sick natives who enter the temple ever recover. Small children whose 
indoctrination is still incomplete have been known to resist attempts to take them to 
the temple because “that is where you go to die.” Despite this fact, sick adults are not 
only willing but eager to undergo the protracted ritual purification, if they can afford 
to do so. No matter how ill the supplicant or how grave the emergency, the guardians 
of many temples will not admit a client if he cannot give a rich gift to the custodian. 
Even after one has gained admission and survived the ceremonies, the guardians will 
not permit the neophyte to leave until he makes still another gift. 

 The supplicant entering the temple is first stripped of all his or her clothes. In 
everyday life the Nacirema avoids exposure of his body and its natural functions. 
Bathing and excretory acts are performed only in the secrecy of the household shrine, 
where they are ritualized as part of the body–rites. Psychological shock results from 
the fact that body secrecy is suddenly lost upon entry into the  latipso . A man, whose 
own wife has never seen him in an excretory act, suddenly finds himself naked and as-
sisted by a vestal maiden while he performs his natural functions into a sacred vessel. 
This sort of ceremonial treatment is necessitated by the fact that the excreta are used 
by a diviner to ascertain the course and nature of the client’s sickness. Female clients, 
on the other hand, find their naked bodies are subjected to the scrutiny, manipulation 
and prodding of the medicine men. 

 Few supplicants in the temple are well enough to do anything but lie on their 
hard beds. The daily ceremonies, like the rites of the holy–mouth–men, involve dis-
comfort and torture. With ritual precision, the vestals awaken their miserable charges 
each dawn and roll them about on their beds of pain while performing ablutions, in 
the formal movements of which the maidens are highly trained. At other times they 
insert magic wands in the supplicant’s mouth or force him to eat substances which 
are supposed to be healing. From time to time the medicine men come to their clients 
and jab magically treated needles into their flesh. The fact that these temple ceremo-
nies may not cure, and may even kill the neophyte, in no way decreases the people’s 
faith in the medicine men. 

 There remains one other kind of practitioner, known as a “listener.” This witch-
doctor has the power to exorcise the devils that lodge in the heads of people who 
have been bewitched. The Nacirema believe that parents bewitch their own children. 
Mothers are particularly suspected of putting a curse on children while teaching them 
the secret body rituals. The counter-magic of the witchdoctor is unusual in its lack of 
ritual. The patient simply tells the “listener” all his troubles and fears, beginning with 
the earliest difficulties he can remember. The memory displayed by the Nacirema in 
these exorcism sessions is truly remarkable. It is not uncommon for the patient to 
bemoan the rejection he felt upon being weaned as a babe, and a few individuals even 
see their troubles going back to the traumatic effects of their own birth. 

 In conclusion, mention must be made of certain practices which have their base 
in native esthetics but which depend upon the pervasive aversion to the natural body 
and its functions. There are ritual fasts to make fat people thin and ceremonial feasts 
to make thin people fat. Still other rites are used to make women’s breasts larger if 
they are small, and smaller if they are large. General dissatisfaction with breast shape 
is symbolized in the fact that the ideal form is virtually outside the range of human 
variation. A few women afflicted with almost inhuman hyper-mammary development 
are so idolized that they make a handsome living by simply going from village to vil-
lage and permitting the natives to stare at them for a fee. 
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 Reference has already been made to the fact that excretory functions are ritual-
ized, routinized, and relegated to secrecy. Natural reproductive functions are similarly 
distorted. Intercourse is taboo as a topic and scheduled as an act. Efforts are made to 
avoid pregnancy by the use of magical materials or by limiting intercourse to certain 
phases of the moon. Conception is actually very infrequent. When pregnant, women 
dress so as to hide their condition. Parturition takes place in secret, without friends or 
relatives to assist, and the majority of women do not nurse their infants. 

 Our review of the ritual life of the Nacirema has certainly shown them to be a 
magic–ridden people. It is hard to understand how they have managed to exist so long 
under the burdens which they have imposed upon themselves. But even such exotic 
customs as these take on real meaning when they are viewed with the insight pro-
vided by Malinowski when he wrote: 

  Looking from far and above, from our high places of safety in the developed civilization, 
it is easy to see all the crudity and irrelevance of magic. But without its power and guid-
ance early man could not have mastered his practical difficulties as he has done, nor 
could man have advanced to the higher stages of civilization.  3      

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    Where are the Nacirema located?   

   2.    Describe the main body rituals that occur in Nacireman household shrines.   

   3.    What kinds of ritual specialists does Miner describe for the Nacirema in this ar-
ticle? What do they function to do for people?   

   4.    What is the  latipso,  and for what is it used?   

   5.    What do you think the psychological functions of Nacireman body ritual are, 
and how do these fit with Malinowski’s theory about the functions of religion 
and magic described in the earlier article on baseball magic?       

 3  Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1948. magic, Science, and Religion. Glencoe, IL: The Free Press, p. 70 
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 Several times a week, a small island freighter leaves Granada’s Saint George’s har-
bor loaded with fuel drums, crates of processed food, boxes containing manufactured 
goods, and an occasional motor scooter or car. When its hold is filled, 60 or 70 pas-
sengers, many of them women, troop across the gangplank and settle down among 
the freight or take a seat in a small cabin set aside for them on the upper aft deck. 
They are bound for their small island home, Carriacou, located about 35 miles by sea 
to the north. Most are returning from overseas work in New York, Britain, or main-
land Europe, where they worked for a few years as maids and cleaners or at other 
service jobs. Carrying gifts of CD players, clothing, shoes, and other items manufac-
tured outside their island, they will be greeted warmly by their relatives, whom they 
have alerted by phone or e-mail about the time of their arrival. Most returnees have 
already wired home money they saved from their off-island work and are beginning to 
think about using it to build a house or buy items that will make their lives easier and 
more secure. 

 The people returning to Carriacou illustrate a major trend that is sweeping 
the world: globalization.  Globalization  consists of powerful forces that reshape lo-
cal conditions on an ever-intensifying scale. 1  Although places such as Carriacou may 
seem peripheral to globalization, the impact of international money, tourists, trans-
portation, goods, communication, and the movement of the island’s peoples to other 
parts of the world have all affected the way people live there. And their experience is 
repeated in many other parts of the world. 

 Globalization may occur on several levels. In the most general and formal sense, 
we can talk about it as a world system. The  world system  is often defined in mar-
ket terms and links nations and people together economically. More accurately, it is 
 transnational ; it consists of companies and patterns of exchange that transcend na-
tional borders and may evade control by individual governments. An international 
company may have a headquarters located in Bermuda; manufacturing facilities in 
Atlanta, Mexico, and Shanghai; customer service representatives in Mumbai; and in-
vestors from thirty or forty different countries. Japanese cars and motorcycles sold 
in the United States reflect the transnational world system. So do the tuna caught by 
American trawlers in the Atlantic and shipped overnight to Japan to make sushi. 

 The world system affects local conditions by providing goods, stimulating pro-
duction, and introducing ideas. As a result, local people can easily find themselves 
both motivated by and at the mercy of world markets. For example, the government 
of India, through its state and district development offices, encouraged tribals living 
in Southern Rajasthan to dedicate some of their cropland to sericulture (silk worm 
production). Local farmers borrowed money to build “cocoon houses,” and to un-
derwrite the cost of fertilizing mulberry bushes for the silk worms to eat. The World 
Bank also advanced money for a small cocoon processing factory. The program was 
a  success—farmers doubled their money each year; women earned wages in the 
processing plant—until, that is, the Chinese government arbitrarily lowered the price 
of the silk its farmers produced by half. Unable to compete, the Indian program failed, 
disrupting the lives of people who embraced it. Stories like this should not come as 
a surprise to American workers who have lost jobs to “outsourcing,” and to factory 
workers in other countries who are now employed to take their place. 

 The international movement of people also illustrates globalization.  Refugees , 
people who immigrate to other parts of the world because it is too dangerous for them 
to stay in their homeland, have moved to many countries.  Guest workers   (people 
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granted permission to work in a country other than their own) are found in many 
parts of the world. Legal immigrants (and illegal immigrants) diversify populations in 
many nations. The result is that some societies are becoming  multicultural ; people 
with different cultural backgrounds live side by side. Just as companies can be tran-
snational, so can immigrants, workers, and refugees. People who originate from the 
same cultural areas often communicate with one another, calling or e-mailing home, 
wiring money to each other, and forming a visiting network. Tourism is the world’s 
largest industry and regularly brings people with different backgrounds into contact. 

 Finally, globalization is marked by cultural diffusion.  Cultural diffusion , or cul-
tural borrowing, represents the movement of cultural ideas and artifacts from one 
society to another. Coca Cola has diffused from the United States to many parts of the 
world; sushi has diffused from Japan to the United States and Europe. So have musi-
cal styles, forms of dress, words, and a variety of other cultural items. 

 In almost every case, societies that borrow aspects of another group’s culture adapt 
them to their own ways of life. Borrowed items usually undergo  cultural  hybridization ; 
they are a mixture of the borrowed and the local. A hamburger in China will probably 
not taste exactly like one cooked on the backyard grill of an American family. Curry in 
the United States tastes different from the “real thing” prepared in India. (Note that as 
the local size of immigrant populations rise, more genuine, meaning closer to its ethnic 
origins, food becomes available to the original residents as well.) 

 The articles in Part Nine illustrate several of these points. The first, by  Theodore 
Bestor, illustrates the broad scope of globalization by showing the connection be-
tween American and European bluefin tuna fishermen and the Japanese love of sushi. 
The international interdependence between fishing and sushi grows as the Japanese 
culinary style spreads in popularity around the world. In the second article, Arjun 
Guneratne and Kate Bjork describe tourism from the natives’ perspective. Based on 
field research among the Tharu living adjacent to Nepal’s Chitwan National Forest, 
they discovered that the tourist industry’s portrayal of the Tharus as primitives is false 
and demeaning but experience with tourists has created a greater appreciation for 
their own cultural among the Tharu and a way to separate their past from the present. 
The third article, by Dianna Shandy, describes the ordeal faced by Nuer refugees as 
they attempt to gain admittance and establish life in the United States. Fleeing the 
civil war (which has currently ceased) that wracked their home in southern Sudan, 
Nuer refugees developed the skill and determination to pass through a series of bu-
reaucratic hurdles to reach and adjust to life in the United States. Personal initiative, 
education, using U.S. non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and the sharing of in-
formation about what works are keys to their success. In the final article,  Barbara 
Ehrenreich and Arlie Russell Hochschild discuss an important labor trend, the move-
ment of women from poorer societies to take low-paying jobs in rich ones. Often 
aided by their countries of origin, women immigrants are expected to send money 
home and leave their children in the hands of others. 

  Key Terms 

  cultural diffusion p. 295  
  cultural hybridization p. 295  
  globalization p. 294  
  guest workers p. 294  

  multicultural p. 295  
  refugees p. 294  
  transnational p. 294  
  world system p. 294    
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  32   
 How Sushi Went Global         
   Theodore C. Bestor   

   International trade, or at least intergroup trade, is nothing new. Tens of thousands of years 
ago, Upper Paleolithic peoples living in inland Europe made necklaces from shells traded to 
them from coastal peoples. Semiprecious stones from central India found their way to the 
Sumerian states by 4000 B.C. However, despite the increased world trade that accompanied 
more seaworthy oceangoing vessels and steam-powered ships and railroad trains in more 
recent times, most countries continued to depend largely on homebound manufacturing 
and commerce. But after World War II, world trade and global economic and cultural inter-
dependence exploded. Today this globalization process means a world in which many com-
panies are international conglomerates headquartered in countries other than one’s own, 
communication with almost any place in the world is a keyboard away, and travel across 
national borders is free and easy. In this article, Theodore Bestor illustrates globalization 
with an unlikely example: the internationalization of a Japanese culinary custom, sushi, 
or the eating of raw fish. First, the Japanese love of bluefin tuna as a sushi centerpiece in-
volved fishing industries in North America and Europe. The best bluefins were sent abroad 
to satisfy Japanese palates. A freak tuna glut depressed the Japanese market just as sushi 
became popular in the rest of the world, stimulating an increase in tuna fishing and the be-
ginnings of tuna trapping and feeding in the Mediterranean. Despite its global reach, sushi 
is still a Japanese dish in the minds of most of its connoisseurs.      *   

  *  “How Sushi Went Global” by Theodore C. Bestor. Reproduced with permission from  Foreign Policy  #121  (November/
December 2000). Copyright 2000 by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.   
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      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        A 40-minute drive from Bath, Maine, down a winding two-lane highway, the last mile 
on a dirt road, a ramshackle wooden fish pier stands beside an empty parking lot. At 
6:00 P.M. nothing much is happening. Three bluefin tuna sit in a huge tub of ice on the 
loading dock. 

 Between 6:45 and 7:00, the parking lot fills up with cars and trucks with license 
plates from New Jersey, New York, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Maine. 
Twenty tuna buyers clamber out, half of them Japanese. The three bluefin, ranging 
from 270 to 610 pounds, are winched out of the tub, and buyers crowd around them, 
extracting tiny core samples to examine their color, fingering the flesh to assess the fat 
content, sizing up the curve of the body. 

 After about 20 minutes of eyeing the goods, many of the buyers return to their 
trucks to call Japan by cellphone and get the morning prices from Tokyo’s Tsukiji 
 market—the fishing industry’s answer to Wall Street—where the daily tuna auctions 
have just concluded. The buyers look over the tuna one last time and give written bids 
to the dock manager, who passes the top bid for each fish to the crew that landed it. 

 The auction bids are secret. Each bid is examined anxiously by a cluster of 
young men, some with a father or uncle looking on to give advice, others with a young 
woman and a couple of toddlers trying to see Daddy’s fish. Fragments of concerned 
conversation float above the parking lot: “That’s all?” “Couldn’t we do better if we 
shipped it ourselves?” “Yeah, but my pickup needs a new transmission now!” After a 
few minutes, deals are closed and the fish are quickly loaded onto the backs of trucks 
in crates of crushed ice, known in the trade as “tuna coffins.” As rapidly as they ar-
rived, the flotilla of buyers sails out of the parking lot—three bound for New York’s 
John F. Kennedy Airport, where their tuna will be airfreighted to Tokyo for sale the 
day after next. 

 Bluefin tuna may seem at first an unlikely case study in globalization. But as 
the world rearranges itself—around silicon chips, Starbucks coffee, or sashimi-grade 
tuna—new channels for global flows of capital and commodities link far-flung indi-
viduals and communities in unexpected new relationships. The tuna trade is a prime 
example of the globalization of a regional industry, with intense international compe-
tition and thorny environmental regulations; centuries-old practices combined with 
high technology; realignments of labor and capital in response to international regu-
lation; shifting markets; and the diffusion of culinary culture as tastes for sushi, and 
bluefin tuna, spread worldwide. 

  Growing Appetites 

 Tuna doesn’t require much promotion among Japanese consumers. It is consistently 
Japan’s most popular seafood, and demand is high throughout the year. When the 
Federation of Japan Tuna Fisheries Cooperative (known as Nikkatsuren) runs ad cam-
paigns for tuna, they tend to be low-key and whimsical, rather like the “Got Milk?” ad-
vertising in the United States. Recently, the federation launched “Tuna Day” (Maguro 
no hi), providing retailers with posters and recipe cards for recipes more complicated 
than “slice and serve chilled.” Tuna Day’s mascot is Goro-kun, a colorful cartoon tuna 
swimming the Australian crawl. 

 Despite the playful contemporary tone of the mascot, the date selected for Tuna 
Day carries much heavier freight. October 10, it turns out, commemorates the date 
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that tuna first appeared in Japanese literature, in the eighth-century collection of im-
perial court poetry known as the  Man’yoshu —one of the towering classics of Japa-
nese literature. The neat twist is that October 10 today is a national holiday, Sports 
Day. Goro-kun, the sporty tuna, scores a promotional hat trick, suggesting intimate 
connections among national culture, healthy food for active lives, and the family holi-
day meal. 

 Outside Japan, tuna, especially raw tuna, hasn’t always had it so good. Sushi isn’t 
an easy concept to sell to the uninitiated. And besides, North Americans tend to think 
of cultural influence as flowing from West to East: James Dean, baseball, Coca-Cola, 
McDonalds, and Disneyland have all gone over big in Tokyo. Yet  Japanese cultural 
motifs and material—from Kurosawa’s  The Seven Samurai  to Yoda’s Zen and Darth 
Vader’s armor, from Issey Miyake’s fashions to Nintendo, PlayStation, and Pokémon—
have increasingly saturated North American and indeed the entire world’s consump-
tion and popular culture. Against all odds, so too has sushi. 

 In 1929, the  Ladies’ Home Journal  introduced Japanese cooking to North Amer-
ican women, but discreetly skirted the subject of raw fish: “There have been pur-
posely omitted . . . any recipes using the delicate and raw tuna fish which is sliced 
wafer thin and served iced with attractive garnishes. [These]. . . might not sound 
so entirely delicious as they are in reality.” Little mention of any Japanese food ap-
peared in U.S. media until well after World War II. By the 1960s, articles on sushi 
began to show up in lifestyle magazines like  Holiday  and  Sunset.  But the recipes they 
suggested were canapés like cooked shrimp on caraway rye bread, rather than raw 
fish on rice. 

 A decade later, however, sushi was growing in popularity throughout North 
America, turning into a sign of class and educational standing. In 1972, the  New York 
Times  covered the opening of a sushi bar in the elite sanctum of New York’s Harvard 
Club.  Esquire  explained the fare in an article titled “Wake up Little Sushi!” Restau-
rant reviewers guided readers to Manhattan’s sushi scene, including innovators like 
 Shalom Sushi, a kosher sushi bar in SoHo. 

 Japan’s emergence on the global economic scene in the 1970s as the business 
destination du jour, coupled with a rejection of hearty, red-meat American fare in 
favor of healthy cuisine like rice, fish, and vegetables, and the appeal of the high-
concept aesthetics of Japanese design all prepared the world for a sushi fad. And so, 
from an exotic, almost unpalatable ethnic specialty, then to haute cuisine of the most 
rarefied sort, sushi has become not just cool, but popular. The painted window of a 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, coffee shop advertises “espresso, cappuccino, carrot juice, 
lasagna, and sushi.” Mashed potatoes with wasabi (horseradish), sushi-ginger relish, 
and seared sashimi-grade tuna steaks show Japan’s growing cultural influence on up-
scale nouvelle cuisine throughout North America, Europe, and Latin America. Sushi 
has even become the stuff of fashion, from “sushi” lip gloss, colored the deep red of 
raw tuna, to “wasabi” nail polish, a soft avocado green.  

  Angling for New Consumers 

 Japan remains the world’s primary market for fresh tuna for sushi and sashimi; 
demand in other countries is a product of Japanese influence and the creation 
of new markets by domestic producers looking to expand their reach. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, sushi’s global popularity as an emblem of a sophisticated, cosmopoli-
tan consumer class more or less coincided with a profound transformation in the 
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 international role of the Japanese fishing industry. From the 1970s onward, the ex-
pansion of 200-mile fishing limits around the world excluded foreign fleets from the 
prime fishing grounds of many coastal nations. And international environmental 
campaigns forced many countries, Japan among them, to scale back their distant wa-
ter fleets. With their fishing operations curtailed and their yen for sushi still growing, 
Japanese had to turn to foreign suppliers. 

 Jumbo jets brought New England’s bluefin tuna into easy reach of Tokyo, just 
as Japan’s consumer economy—a byproduct of the now disparaged “bubble” years—
went into hyperdrive. The sushi business boomed. During the 1980s, total Japanese 
imports of fresh bluefin tuna worldwide increased from 957 metric tons (531 from the 
United States) in 1984 to 5,235 metric tons (857 from the United States) in 1993. The 
average wholesale price peaked in 1990 at 4,900 yen (U.S. $34) per kilogram, bones 
and all, which trimmed out to approximately U.S. $33 wholesale per edible pound. 

 Not surprisingly, Japanese demand for prime bluefin tuna—which yields a firm 
red meat, lightly marbled with veins of fat, highly prized (and priced) in Japanese 
cuisine—created a gold-rush mentality on fishing grounds across the globe wherever 
bluefin tuna could be found. But in the early 1990s, as the U.S. bluefin industry was 
taking off, the Japanese economy went into a stall, then a slump, then a dive. U.S. 
producers suffered as their high-end export market collapsed. Fortunately for them, 
the North American sushi craze took up the slack. U.S. businesses may have written 
off Japan, but Americans’ taste for sushi stuck. An industry founded exclusively on 
Japanese demand survived because of Americans’ newly trained palates and a boom-
ing U.S. economy.  

  A Transatlantic Tussle 

 Atlantic bluefin tuna (“ABT” in the trade) are a highly migratory species that ranges 
from the equator to Newfoundland, from Turkey to the Gulf of Mexico. Bluefin can be 
huge fish; the record is 1,496 pounds. In more normal ranges, 600-pound tuna, 10 feet 
in length, are not extraordinary, and 250- to 300-pound bluefin, six feet long, are com-
mercial mainstays. 

 Before bluefin became a commercial species in New England, before Japanese 
buyers discovered the stock, before the 747, bluefin were primarily sports fish, caught 
with fighting tackle by trophy hunters out of harbors like Montauk, Hyannis, and 
Kennebunkport. Commercial fishers, if they caught bluefin at all, sold them for cat 
food when they could and trucked them to town dumps when they couldn’t. Japanese 
buyers changed all of that. Since the 1970s, commercial Atlantic bluefin tuna fisheries 
have been almost exclusively focused on Japanese markets like Tsukiji. 

 In New England waters, most bluefin are taken one fish at a time, by rod and reel, 
by hand line, or by harpoon—techniques of a small-scale fisher, not of a factory fleet. 
On the European side of the Atlantic, the industry operates under entirely different 
conditions. Rather than rod and reel or harpooning, the typical gear is  industrial—the 
purse seiner (a fishing vessel closing a large net around a school of fish) or the long 
line (which catches fish on baited hooks strung along lines played out for many miles 
behind a swift vessel). The techniques may differ from boat to boat and from country 
to country, but these fishers are all angling for a share of the same Tsukiji yen—and 
in many cases, some biologists argue, a share of the same tuna stock. Fishing com-
munities often think of them selves as close-knit and proudly parochial; but the sud-
den globalization of this industry has brought fishers into contact—and often into 
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conflict—with customers, governments, regulators, and environmentalists around the 
world (see Box l). 

 Two miles off the beach in Barbate, Spain, a huge maze of nets snakes several 
miles out into Spanish waters near the Strait of Gibraltar. A high-speed, Japanese-
made workboat heads out to the nets. On board are five Spanish hands, a Japanese 
supervisor, 2,500 kilograms of frozen herring and mackerel imported from Norway 
and Holland, and two American researchers. The boat is making one of its twice-daily 
trips to Spanish nets, which contain captured Mediterranean tuna being raised under 
Japanese supervision for harvest and export to Tsukiji. 

 Behind the guard boats that stand watch over the nets 24 hours a day, the head-
lands of Morocco are a hazy purple in the distance. Just off Barbate’s white cliffs to 
the northwest, the light at the Cape of Trafalgar blinks on and off. For 20 minutes, the 
men toss herring and mackerel over the gunwales of the workboat while tuna the size 
(and speed) of Harley-Davidsons dash under the boat, barely visible until, with a flash 
of silver and blue, they wheel around to snatch a drifting morsel.   

 BOX 1 
  Stateless Fish 

 As the bluefin business grows ever more lu-
crative, the risk of overfishing has become 
ever more real. The question of who profits 
from the world’s demand for sushi makes 
for battles among fishers, regulators, and 
conservationists. 

 Bluefin tuna have been clocked at 
50 miles per hour, and tagged fish have crossed 
the Atlantic in about two months. Since bluefin 
swim across multiple national jurisdictions, in-
ternational regulations must impose political 
order on stateless fish. 

 Charged with writing those regulations 
is the International Commission for the Con-
servation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT), which 
assigns quotas for bluefin tuna and related 
species in the North Atlantic and the Mediter-
ranean and directs catch reporting, trade mon-
itoring, and population assessments. Based 
in Madrid since its founding in 1969, ICCAT 
now has 28 members, including Atlantic and 
Mediterranean fishing countries and three glo-
bal fishing powers: South Korea, China, and 
Japan. 

 In recent years, conservation groups 
have criticized ICCAT for not regulating more 
aggressively to prevent or reverse an appar-
ent bluefin population decline in the Western 
 Atlantic. Some activists have campaigned to 
have bluefin tuna protected under the Con-
vention on International Trade in Endangered 

Species, or CITLLS. At least in part to keep 
that from happening, Japan and ICCAT have 
implemented new systems to track and regu-
late trade; “undocumented fish” from nations 
that fail to comply with ICCAT regulations are 
now banned from Japanese markets. 

 Regulations, though, are complicated by 
how far and fast these fish can travel: No one 
can say for certain whether there is one bluefin 
population in the Atlantic or several. ICCAT, the 
U.S. National Academy of Sciences, the  National 
Audubon Society, and industry groups dis-
agree over how many bluefin migrate across the 
 Atlantic, and whether or not they are all part of 
the same breeding stock. What’s the big deal? If 
there are two (or more) stocks, as ICCAT main-
tains, then conservation efforts can vary from 
one side of the Atlantic to the other. 

 When ICCAT registered a dramatic decline 
in bluefin catches off North America, it imposed 
stringent quotas on North America’s mainly 
small-scale fishing outfits. On the European 
side of the Atlantic, however, industrial-strength 
fishing efforts continued. American fishers, not 
surprisingly, point to evidence of cross-Atlantic 
migration and genetic studies of intermingling 
to argue that Europeans need to conserve bluefin 
more strenuously as well. ICCAT’s regulations, 
they argue, protect bluefin at America’s expense 
only, and ultimately, fishers from other countries 
pocket Japanese yen.    
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 The nets, lines, and buoys are part of an  almadraba,  a huge fish trap used in 
Spain as well as Sicily, Tunisia, and Morocco. The  almadraba  consists of miles of nets 
anchored to the channel floor suspended from thousands of buoys, all laid out to cut 
across the migration routes of bluefin tuna leaving the strait. This  almadraba  remains 
in place for about six weeks in June and July to intercept tuna leaving the Mediterra-
nean after their spawning season is over. Those tuna that lose themselves in the maze 
end up in a huge pen, roughly the size of a football field. By the end of the tuna run 
through the strait, about 200 bluefin are in the pen. 

 Two hundred fish may not sound like a lot, but if the fish survive the next six 
months, if the fish hit their target weights, if the fish hit the market at the target price, 
these 200 bluefin may be worth $1.6 million dollars. In November and December, af-
ter the bluefin season in New England and Canada is well over, the tuna are harvested 
and shipped by air to Tokyo in time for the end-of-the-year holiday spike in seafood 
consumption. 

 The pens, huge feed lots for tuna, are relatively new, but  almadraba  are not. A cou-
ple of miles down the coast from Barbate is the evocatively named settlement of  Zahara  
de los Atunes (Zahara of the Tunas) where Cervantes lived briefly in the late 16th cen-
tury. The centerpiece of the village is a huge stone compound that housed the men and 
nets of Zahara’s  almadraba  in Cervantes’s day, when the port was only a seasonally occu-
pied tuna outpost (occupied by scoundrels, according to Cervantes). Along the Costa de 
la Luz, the three or four  almadraba  that remain still operate under the control of local 
fishing bosses who hold the customary fishing rights, the nets, the workers, the boats, 
and the locally embedded cultural capital to make the  almadraba  work—albeit for dis-
tant markets and in collaboration with small-scale Japanese fishing firms. 

 Inside the Strait of Gibraltar, off the coast of Cartagena, another series of tuna 
farms operates under entirely different auspices, utilizing neither local skills nor tra-
ditional technology. The Cartagena farms rely on French purse seiners to tow cap-
tured tuna to their pens, where joint ventures between Japanese trading firms and 
large-scale Spanish fishing companies have set up farms using the latest in Japanese 
fishing technology. The waters and the workers are Spanish, but almost everything 
else is part of a global flow of techniques and capital: financing from major Japanese 
trading companies; Japanese vessels to tend the nets; aquacultural techniques devel-
oped in Australia; vitamin supplements from European pharmaceutical giants packed 
into frozen herring from Holland to be heaved over the gunwales for the tuna; plus 
computer models of feeding schedules, weight gains, and target market prices devel-
oped by Japanese technicians and fishery scientists. 

 These “Spanish” farms compete with operations throughout the Mediterra-
nean that rely on similar high-tech, high-capital approaches to the fish business. In 
the Adriatic Sea, for example, Croatia is emerging as a formidable tuna producer. In 
Croatia’s case, the technology and the capital were transplanted by émigré Croatians 
who returned to the country from Australia after Croatia achieved independence from 
Yugoslavia in 1991. Australia, for its part, has developed a major aquacultural indus-
try for southern bluefin tuna, a species closely related to the Atlantic bluefin of the 
North Atlantic and Mediterranean and almost equally desired in Japanese markets.  

  Culture Splash 

 Just because sushi is available, in some form or another, in exclusive Fifth Avenue res-
taurants, in baseball stadiums in Los Angeles, at airport snack carts in  Amsterdam, 
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at an apartment in Madrid (delivered by motorcycle), or in Buenos Aires, Tel Aviv, 
or Moscow, doesn’t mean that sushi has lost its status as Japanese cultural prop-
erty. Globalization doesn’t necessarily homogenize cultural differences nor erase the 
salience of cultural labels. Quite the contrary, it grows the franchise. In the global 
economy of consumption, the brand equity of sushi as Japanese cultural property 
adds to the cachet of both the country and the cuisine. A Texan  Chinese-American 
restauranteur told me, for example, that he had converted his chain of restaurants 
from Chinese to Japanese cuisine because the prestige factor of the latter meant he 
could charge a premium; his clients couldn’t distinguish between Chinese and Japa-
nese employees (and often failed to notice that some of the chefs behind his sushi 
bars were Latinos). 

 The brand equity is sustained by complicated flows of labor and ethnic biases. 
Outside of Japan, having Japanese hands (or a reasonable facsimile) is sufficient war-
rant for sushi competence. Guidebooks for the current generation of Japanese glo-
bal  wandervogel  sometimes advise young Japanese looking for a job in a distant city 
to work as a sushi chef; U.S. consular offices in Japan grant more than 1,000 visas 
a year to sushi chefs, tuna buyers, and other workers in the global sushi business. 
A trade school in Tokyo, operating under the name Sushi Daigaku (Sushi University) 
offers short courses in sushi preparation so “students” can impress prospective em-
ployers with an imposing certificate. Even without papers, however, sushi remains 
firmly linked in the minds of Japanese and foreigners alike with Japanese cultural 
identity. Throughout the world, sushi restaurants operated by Koreans, Chinese, or 
Vietnamese maintain Japanese identities. In sushi bars from Boston to Valencia, a 
customer’s simple greeting in Japanese can throw chefs into a panic (or drive them to 
the far end of the counter). 

 On the docks, too, Japanese cultural control of sushi remains unquestioned. 
Japanese buyers and “tuna techs” sent from Tsukiji to work seasonally on the docks 
of New England laboriously instruct foreign fishers on the proper techniques for 
catching, handling, and packing tuna for export. A bluefin tuna must approx-
imate the appropriate  kata,  or “ideal form,” of color, texture, fat content, body 
shape, and so forth, all prescribed by Japanese specifications. Processing requires 
proper attention as well. Special paper is sent from Japan for wrapping the fish 
before burying them in crushed ice. Despite high shipping costs and the fact that 
50 percent of the gross weight of a tuna is unusable, tuna is sent to Japan whole, 
not sliced into salable portions. Spoilage is one reason for this, but form is  another. 
Everyone in the trade agrees that Japanese workers are much more skilled in cut-
ting and trimming tuna than Americans, and no one would want to risk sending 
botched cuts to Japan. 

 Not to impugn the quality of the fish sold in the United States, but on the New 
England docks, the first determination of tuna buyers is whether they are looking 
at a “domestic” fish or an “export” fish. On that judgment hangs several dollars a 
pound for the fisher, and the supply of sashimi-grade tuna for fishmongers, sushi 
bars, and seafood restaurants up and down the Eastern seaboard. Some of the 
best tuna from New England may make it to New York or Los Angeles, but by 
way of Tokyo—validated as top quality (and top price) by the decision to ship it to 
 Japan by air for sale at Tsukiji, where it may be purchased by one of the handful 
of Tsukiji sushi exporters who supply premier expatriate sushi chefs in the world’s 
leading cities.  



 C H A P T E R  3 2   How Sushi Went Global 303

  Playing the Market 

 The tuna auction at Yankee Co-op in Seabrook, New Hampshire, is about to begin on 
the second-to-last day of the 1999 season. The weather is stormy, few boats are out. 
Only three bluefin, none of them terribly good, are up for sale today, and the half-
dozen buyers at the auction, three Americans and three Japanese, gloomily discuss 
the impending end of a lousy season. 

 In July, the bluefin market collapsed just as the U.S. fishing season was starting. 
In a stunning miscalculation, Japanese purse seiners operating out of Kesennuma in 
northern Japan managed to land their entire year’s quota from that fishery in only 
three days. The oversupply sent tuna prices at Tsukiji through the floor, and they 
never really recovered. 

 Today, the news from Spain is not good. The day before, faxes and e-mails from 
Tokyo brought word that a Spanish fish farm had suffered a disaster. Odd tidal condi-
tions near Cartagena led to a sudden and unexpected depletion of oxygen in the inlet 
where one of the great tuna nets was anchored. Overnight, 800 fish suffocated. Divers 
hauled out the tuna. The fish were quickly processed, several months before their ex-
pected prime, and shipped off to Tokyo. For the Japanese corporation and its Spanish 
partners, a harvest potentially worth $6.5 million would yield only a tiny fraction of 
that. The buyers at the morning’s auctions in New Hampshire know they will suffer as 
well. Whatever fish turn up today and tomorrow, they will arrive at Tsukiji in the wake 
of an enormous glut of hastily exported Spanish tuna (see Box 2). 

 Fishing is rooted in local communities and local economies—even for fishers dip-
ping their lines (or nets) in the same body of water, a couple hundred miles can be worlds 
away. Now, a Massachusetts fisher’s livelihood can be transformed in a matter of hours by 
a spike in market prices halfway around the globe or by a disaster at a fish farm across the 
Atlantic. Giant fishing conglomerates in one part of the world sell their catch alongside 
family outfits from another. Environmental organizations on one continent rail against 
distant industry regulations implemented an ocean away. Such instances of convergence 
are common in a globalizing world. What is surprising, and perhaps more profound, in 
the case of today’s tuna fishers, is the complex interplay between industry and culture, as 
an esoteric cuisine from an insular part of the world has become a global fad in the span 
of a generation, driving, and driven by, a new kind of fishing business. 

 Many New England fishers, whose traditional livelihood now depends on unfa-
miliar tastes and distant markets, turn to a kind of armchair anthropology to explain 
Japan’s ability to transform tuna from trash into treasure around the   world. For some, 
the quick answer is simply national symbolism. The deep red of tuna served as sashimi 
or sushi contrasts with the stark white rice, evoking the red and white of the Japanese 
national flag. Others know that red and white is an auspicious color combination in 
Japanese ritual life (lobster tails are popular at Japanese weddings for just this rea-
son). Still others think the cultural prize is a fighting spirit, pure machismo, both their 
own and the tuna’s. Taken by rod and reel, a tuna may battle the fisher for four or five 
hours. Some tuna literally fight to the death. For some fishers, the meaning of tuna—
the equation of tuna with Japanese identity—is simple: Tuna is nothing less than the 
samurai fish!   

 Of course, such mystification of a distant market’s motivations for desiring a 
local commodity is not unique. For decades, anthropologists have written of “cargo 
cults” and “commodity fetishism” from New Guinea to Bolivia. But the ability of 
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fishers today to visualize Japanese culture and the place of tuna within its demand-
ing culinary tradition is constantly shaped and reshaped by the flow of cultural im-
ages that now travel around the globe in all directions simultaneously, bumping into 
each other in airports, fishing ports, bistros, bodegas, and markets everywhere. In the 
newly rewired circuitry of global cultural and economic affairs, Japan is the core, and 
the Atlantic seaboard, the Adriatic, and the Australian coast are all distant peripher-
ies. Topsy-turvy as Gilbert and Sullivan never imagined it. 

 Japan is plugged into the popular North American imagination as the sometimes 
inscrutable superpower, precise and delicate in its culinary tastes, feudal in its cultural 
symbolism, and insatiable in its appetites. Were Japan not a prominent player in so 
much of the daily life of North Americans, the fishers outside of Bath or in Seabrook 
would have less to think about in constructing their Japan. As it is, they struggle with 
unfamiliar exchange rates for cultural capital that compounds in a foreign currency. 

 And they get ready for next season.   

 BOX 2 
 Tokyo’s Pantry 

 Tsukiji, Tokyo’s massive wholesale seafood 
market, is the center of the global trade in 
tuna. Here, 60,000 traders come each day to 
buy and sell seafood for Tokyo’s 27 million 
mouths, moving more than 2.4 million kilo-
grams of it in less than 12 hours. Boosters en-
courage the homey view that Tsukiji is  Tokyo 
no daidokoro —Tokyo’s pantry— but it is a 
pantry where almost $6 billion worth of fish 
change hands each year. New York City’s Ful-
ton Fish Market, the largest market in North 
America, handles only about $1 billion worth, 
and only about 13 percent of the tonnage of 
Tsukiji’s catch. 

 Tuna are sold at a “moving auction.” The 
auctioneer, flanked by assistants who record 
prices and fill out invoice slips at lightning 
speed, strides across the floor just above rows 
and rows of fish, moving quickly from one foot-
stool to the next without missing a beat, or a 
bid. In little more than half an hour, teams of 
auctioneers from five auction houses sell sev-
eral hundred (some days several thousand) 
tuna. Successful buyers whip out their cell-
phones, calling chefs to tell them what they’ve 
got. Meanwhile, faxes with critical information 
on prices and other market conditions alert 
fishers in distant ports to the results of Tsuk-
iji’s morning auctions. In return, Tsukiji is fed 
a constant supply of information on tuna condi-
tions off Montauk, Cape Cod, Cartagena, Bar-
bate, and scores of other fishing grounds around 
the world. 

 Tsukiji is the command post for a global 
seafood trade. In value, foreign seafood far ex-
ceeds domestic Japanese products on the auction 
block. (Tsukiji traders joke that Japan’s leading 
fishing port is Tokyo’s Narita International Air-
port.) On Tsukiji’s slippery auction floor, tuna 
from Massachusetts may sell at auction for over 
$30,000 apiece, near octopus from Senegal, eel 
from Guangzhou, crab from Sakhalin, salmon 
from British Columbia and Hokkaido, snapper 
from Kyushu, and abalone from California. 

 Given the sheer volume of global trade, 
Tsukiji effectively sets the world’s tuna prices. 
Last time I checked, the record price was over 
$200,000 for a particularly spectacular fish 
from Turkey—a sale noteworthy enough to 
make the front pages of Tokyo’s daily papers. 
But spectacular prices are just the tip of Tsu-
kiji’s influence. The auction system and the 
commodity chains that flow in and out of the 
market integrate fishers, firms, and restau-
rants worldwide in a complex network of local 
and translocal economies. 

 As an undisputed hub of the fishing 
world, Tsukiji creates and deploys enormous 
amounts of Japanese cultural capital around 
the world. Its control of information, its enor-
mous role in orchestrating and responding to 
Japanese culinary tastes, and its almost hege-
monic definitions of supply and demand allow 
it the unassailable privilege of imposing its 
own standards of quality— standards that pro-
ducers worldwide must heed. 
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      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    How did the Japanese love of bluefin tuna as a centerpiece of sushi dishes affect 
the U.S. fishing industry?   

   2.    What part does the Tsukiji market play in the international tuna trade?   

   3.    What example does Bestor cite that illustrates the dependence of U.S. fishermen 
on the Japanese market?   

   4.    According to Bestor, does globalization necessarily mean cultural homogeniza-
tion? What evidence does he cite to support his view?      
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  33   
 Village Walks: Tourism and 
Globalization among the 
Tharu of Nepal         
   Arjun Guneratne and Kate Bjork   

   What is it like to be the object of the tourist’s gaze? That is the topic of this article by  Arjun 
Guneratne and Kate Bjork who regularly witnessed the behavior and impact of foreign tour-
ists and local tour guides on their Tharu neighbors during field research in the Tharu village 
of Pipariya. Advertised in brochures as the primitive aboriginal inhabitants of Nepal’s tarai, 
the Tharu endured inaccurate and sometimes demeaning descriptions by higher-ranked 
Brahmin and Chhetri tour guides and the occasionally intrusive behavior of overaggres-
sive tourists. The net affect was to deepen the Tharu’s sense of their own cultural identity, 
introduce them to the broader worlds of the West and Asia, gain employment in the tourist 
industry itself, and find a way by building a museum to separate their past way of life from 
the present.      *     

           

 *  This article was written especially for  Conformity and Conflict.  Copyright © by Arjun Guneratne and Kate Bjork. 
Reprinted by permission of the authors. 
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      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        The blue-painted cart, pulled by a couple of patient and scrawny oxen, rolled to a 
stop on its two broad rubber tires in the center of the village. It had halted on the 
dirt road that cut through the heart of the Tharu  tol  or neighborhood in Pipariya,  1   
the Nepali village where we had settled for two years of ethnographic fieldwork in 
1989. As we watched, the half dozen Western tourists seated in the cart scrambled 
down and looked curiously around them. In contrast to the khaki drabness of the vil-
lage and the shabby well-worn everyday clothing of the people who lived there, they 
looked fresh, new, and well shod. They milled around uncertainly for a moment, and 
then were taken in hand by their guide, a young man in a green fatigue uniform who 
moved them off the road and into one of the courtyards adjacent to the road. A few 
children gathered around to stare. Some women winnowing rice on the verandah of 
the nearby house soon retreated indoors.  

 Halting in front of the house, the guide launched into his well-practiced nar-
rative. The Tharu, he told the visitors, were the original inhabitants of the Chitwan 
valley, living much as their ancestors had done, and were totally dependent on agri-
culture. They were Nepal’s primitive people, he said, warming to his task, and were 
so ignorant they did not really understand about tourists. Gesturing at the house, he 
also told his charges that the Tharu had large families and this dwelling housed over 
50 people (although as we had already discovered, it was home to only 15). Unlike the 
women who had gone inside, two young Tharu men remained seated in a corner of 
the verandah playing chess. They looked up briefly to take note of the visitors, then 
returned to their game. One of the tourists spotted what the men were doing and, ap-
parently surprised by a sight that seemed to contradict the guide, said, “Look. They 
are playing chess!” This event, locally called “the village walk,” regularly repeated it-
self during our stay in Pipariya and became a topic of ethnographic interest for us. 
How, we wondered, did being the object of the tourists’ gaze and the guide’s depiction 
of them affect our Tharu neighbors? 

  Tourism 

 The village walk is a local example of an important global activity, tourism. Although 
variously defined, tourism is characterized by several attributes. Above all, it involves 
temporary travel away from one’s permanent home. It often includes recreation and 
relaxation aimed at separation from the stresses of daily life. It can include a variety 
of activities such as beach combing, bicycling, sightseeing, gambling, listening to mu-
sic, sailing, and a host of other amusements. Tourism may also be organized around 
more serious interests. There is ecotourism, which promotes low impact travel to view 
natural areas; medical tourism, for people who seek affordable health care; educa-
tional tourism involving students and sometimes retirees in study abroad programs; 
religious tourism defined by pilgrimages to holy sites; and sex tourism for men and 
women seeking easier and less committed access to sexual activity. The village walk 
is an example of cultural tourism, which although often associated with visits to mu-
seums and historic sites, can also include trips that showcase the traditions and life 
ways of indigenous communities. 

 1  Pipariya is not the real name of the village. 
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 Cultural tourism often occurs as part of more broadly defined tours. Such tours 
typically include a variety of places and activities to view and experience, and most 
tours to Nepal follow this model. They typically include sightseeing in Katmandu and 
Pokhara (a picturesque city located about 120 miles west of Kathmandu), a trek to 
view the Himalayan peaks of Annapurna or Everest, and a visit to the Chitwan Na-
tional Park. The park’s main attractions are its exotic wild animals (especially the 
Indian Rhinoceros) and forest ecology. However, many tours to Chitwan also offer a 
visit lasting a few hours to nearby Tharu communities in villages like Pipariya. 

 Occasionally people ask us why we and other anthropologists feel tourism is a 
serious topic for study. Many seem to associate tourism only with recreation. What 
they fail to see is the magnitude of tourism and the globalizing effect it has on people 
living in almost every part of the world. There were 922 million air arrivals in 2008 
providing the tourist industry and local economies with 940 billion dollars. With the 
world recession and the H1N1 virus scare, the numbers dropped to 880 million arriv-
als and a 6 percent decrease in sales receipts in 2009. Despite the decline, tourism is 
still clearly a major world industry and a key source of income for many countries. 

 But the revenue it generates is not the only measure of tourism’s impact: it has a 
far-reaching social impact as well. This is especially true for people such as the Tharu, 
who have had to adjust to being gawked at and disturbed by tourists and misrepre-
sented as backward and ignorant people by tour guides and the staff of local tourist 
hotels and guesthouses. It is the social impact of tourism that especially interested us 
during our fieldwork in Pipariya.  

  Pipariya and the Tharu 

 To understand how tourism has affected the Tharu, we need to look at their physi-
cal location and social position in Nepal. Nepal lies on India’s northern border. It is 
roughly divided into three environmental zones: the Himalaya, the tallest mountain 
range in the world; the central zone, composed of the Mahabharat mountain range 
(Kathmandu is in this zone); and the  tarai,  a narrow belt of alluvial land that merges 
into the Indo-Gangetic Plain. In times past, the  tarai  was a thickly forested region 
fed by heavy monsoon rains. Because of its thick jungle, but especially because of 
the prevalence of malaria, the region was not densely populated, and was avoided by 
farmers from North India or Nepalese from the more populated valleys and hills to 
the north. 

 The Tharu, however, were able to live in the  tarai,  in small villages around which 
they cleared the forest to make fields for farming. (One reason for their ability to sur-
vive there may be a developed resistance to malaria.) Guarded by their inhospitable 
environment, they had limited contact with Indians living to their south and Nepalese 
living to their north, but historically were part of the various hill kingdoms that were 
united in the 18th century to become modern Nepal. 

 This isolation changed during the 1950s. The government, with help from the 
United States, organized an aggressive program of malaria eradication involving the 
use of the highly effective insecticide, DDT, which was later shown to be environ-
mentally very destructive. As the threat of malaria diminished, immigrants from the 
mountains of Nepal flooded into the  tarai.  They cleared away much of the forest for 
farming and came to outnumber the aboriginal Tharu in many parts of their territory. 
Pipariya has experienced this influx of outsiders and is no longer exclusively a Tharu 
community. Immigration has shaped two very different and spatially separate social 
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worlds in the village. The central neighborhood  (tol)  represents the original Tharu vil-
lage; outlying areas around the center are inhabited mostly by Brahmin immigrants. 
There is limited social interaction between these groups despite their close proximity. 

 The people of the village, whatever their ethnicity, live in much the same man-
ner. Although a Nepali would be able to distinguish the houses of Brahmans from 
those of the Tharu, the differences are not obvious to outsiders. When we lived here 
between 1989 and 1991, all the houses, despite differences in their style, consisted of 
wooden frameworks supporting thatched or tiled roofs and elephant grass walls plas-
tered over with a mixture of mud and cow dung. Since then, Brahmans have begun 
to build houses of brick, followed by many Tharu households which prospered from 
remittances sent home by young men who have gone to the Middle East to work in 
recent years. 

 When the park opened in 1972, it was largely the Brahmans, Chhetris, and 
Newars (high-ranking ethnic groups that also dominate Nepali politics) who built, 
owned, and ran the tourist facilities near the park entrance. By the time of our field-
work in 1989, there were luxury wildlife lodges for the wealthy and, for the more 
budget conscious, guesthouses of differing quality and service. It was these people 
and facilities that organized village walks to Pipariya, located only two kilometers 
away, and who framed what tourists would see when they entered the village.  

  The Tharu as primitives 

 To attract tourists and entice them to take village walks, the hotel and guesthouse 
keepers have created a special image of the Tharu. Basing their description on a stere-
otype held by high caste Nepalese, they represent the Tharu as aboriginal forest dwell-
ers, “co-existing with wild animals.” They live apart, they say, from the civilized world 
and cling to their “primitive” ways. One brochure produced by a hotel in another part 
of Nepal read this way: 

  Living quietly in small clearings in the Terai forests are the little-known Tharu people 
of southern Nepal . . . they are a primitive native people and one of the last of the indig-
enous tribes of the sub-continent who remain virtually untouched by civilization. They 
depend almost entirely on the land for their food and livelihood [,] they still plow with 
wooden plows, wear clothing that they make themselves, live in big straw-thatched com-
munity houses at times with more than sixty people to a house and are, to this day still 
cut off from the outside world and, by their own choosing independent from it. [Tourists] 
will spend one day visiting a Tharu village. They will find a colorful, interesting, smiling, 
friendly and hospitable people and they will be able to visit a Tharu home, view their 
primitive artwork—painted with their own village made paints and dyes on the mud walls 
of their homes—and, in the space of a few hours look into another world, one that time 
and the tide of civilization seem—fortunately—to have forgotten.  

 Less elaborate brochures are also published by many of the Chitwan tourist ho-
tels. In all of them, the Tharu are presented as a primitive people living a life un-
changed for centuries. The terse paragraph under the heading “Cultural Tours” in one 
brochure reads in its entirety: “The Tharus are the original settlers of Chitwan, co-
existing with the wild animals in total isolation until the late 1950’s. A visit to their 
villages is a step back in time, to a way of life hundreds of years old.” In short, the 
Tharus are equated with the other natural wonders of Chitwan. They become part 



310 P A R T  N I N E   Globalization

of the valley’s natural history and, like the tiger or rhinoceros, exotic creatures living 
apart from the rest of us to be viewed as a curiosity of nature. 

 In addition, the way tourists arrive in Pipariya is intended to support this view 
of the Tharu. They usually arrive in ox-carts hired for the occasion although they may 
also get there on foot. The ride in the ox-cart is part of the experience, serving to sym-
bolically convey modern visitors into the traditional past, still supposedly present in 
the Tharu villages of Chitwan. 

 There are some features of dress and material culture that guides use to mark 
the Tharu as authentically “primitive.” Indeed, the success of the village walk is predi-
cated on the village’s appearance of authenticity, meaning that it fits the brochure 
descriptions. For the village to be authentic, it must look “traditional,” and the Tharu 
 tol  (neighborhood) when we lived there in the early 1990s looked eminently tradi-
tional, with houses, as we noted above, constructed of elephant grass (resembling thin 
bamboo) plastered with a mix of mud and cow dung. In addition, women appear dif-
ferent. Women usually bear the brunt of the village walk because they are the ones 
most likely to be at home and thus the focus of attention for tourists and guides. Al-
though Tharu men contradict the image—they look more “modern,” wearing Western 
style slacks and shirts and to some extent working as laborers in the tourist hotels 
and lodges, Tharu women wear lungis (a cloth wrapped around the waist) and short 
bodices, which contrasts with the sari worn by Brahman women. Indeed, women’s 
appearance, in Pipariya as elsewhere in Nepal, is where ethnicity is most apparent 
and represented in everyday life. Also, older Tharu women often have tattoos on their 
forearms and legs (a dying practice now, as few young women will consent to be tat-
tooed these days), distinguishing them from Brahman-Chhetri women. And it is these 
features that guides are most likely to point out to tourists. 

 Tour guides adhere to the tourist industry’s representation of the Tharu but also 
reflect the cultural stereotypes of the Tharu that support and relate to their status 
in Nepal’s social hierarchy. Guides come almost exclusively from the high-ranked 
 Brahman, Chhetri, and Newar ethnic groups. Most are local but some, especially 
those working for the luxury hotels, come from Kathmandu. Brahmans, followed by 
the Chhetris, occupy the top rungs of Nepal’s ethnic hierarchy while the Tharu are 
ranked low. The guides’ high rank gives them a natural sense of superiority that af-
fects how they behave toward the Tharu. They display an unwarranted expertise on 
Tharu cultural life, and they assume they have a right to treat the Tharu with the lack 
of respect usually shown to people of lower status. They also rarely ask the Tharu 
to explain their own cultural artifacts, behavior, and knowledge. This view was con-
firmed by one of our Tharu friends. He speculated that because they looked down 
on the Tharu, the Brahman guides did not want to put themselves in the position of 
asking them (the Tharu) questions. Instead they repeated lore passed down from one 
generation of guides to another. 

 An example of a guide’s power and insensitivity involved the household of the 
village’s largest and most important Tharu landowner, who had died shortly before we 
arrived in the village. A guide had brought a group of tourists on a village walk, and, 
not satisfied with simply showing them the house, had taken them into the kitchen. 
The intrusion into the kitchen (where strangers should not venture) was a gross viola-
tion of Tharu, and in fact, South Asian, etiquette and it imperiled the (ritual) purity 
of the food that had been prepared. One tourist even stuck his finger into a pot to see 
what had been cooked. The guide was aware that his actions violated a number of 
taboos, such as entering the kitchen and touching the food. But given his high opin-
ion of his own status and contempt for the Tharu, he went ahead with the intrusion 
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anyway. In this case, the incensed household head had chased the whole group out 
with a stick, and had threatened to thrash the guide if he ever did it again. Since then, 
the village walk has confined itself strictly to the courtyard. 

 On another occasion a guide who was from Kathmandu asked two Tharu girls 
why houses were decorated with colored hand prints; considering that he had brought 
groups through the village many times, he must surely have noticed that the decorations 
appeared over the festival of Tihar, which had just concluded. The girls, who had been 
responsible for decorating our house in the same way, brusquely replied that they didn’t 
know. This guide had also started off on the wrong foot in this village when he first ar-
rived by refusing a seat that the wife of the chief Tharu landowner had offered him. 

 Guides may also use their depiction of the Tharu to symbolize their own higher 
status. By describing the Tharu as primitive, guides infer that they themselves, and 
the tourists they address, are members of a more sophisticated modern world. In 
contrast, the Tharu are presented as backward, primitive,  jangali  (spelled jungly in 
English but essentially pronounced the same) people, whom “time and the tide of 
civilization seem to have forgotten.” Most Tharu we interviewed about these matters 
distrusted the guides, believing that a great deal of what guides told tourists about 
the Tharu was untrue. Some believed this was because the guides held the Tharu in 
contempt; others attributed it to their ignorance. One man told Arjun, “The guides . . . 
think we are ignorant and backward so they do not come to us to find out about our 
culture.” Then smiling he said, “Even if they did, we wouldn’t tell them.” 

 The guide’s power is also amplified by the ignorance of Western tourists. Typi-
cally the guides by-pass the houses of Brahman hill settlers and take their charges 
directly into the heart of the Tharu settlement. Inexperienced foreign tourists may 
actually find it hard to differentiate between the two village areas because Brahmans 
and Tharu share much the same material culture and technologies. Indeed, tourists 
can rarely distinguish between Nepalese groups unless differences are pointed out to 
them and the task of differentiation falls to the tourist guide.  

  The Tourists 

 Most tourists to Nepal come from the United States, Western Europe, Japan, and 
 Australia. Most arrive in Chitwan knowing little or nothing about the Tharu and 
Nepalese rural life. Most tend to ask questions that reflect their own cultural back-
grounds. And most are unsure about how to behave during a village walk when they 
are in Pipariya. On numerous occasions we witnessed tourists walking slowly through 
the village, peering at objects, photographing people and animals, and listening to 
their tour guide as he lectured to them about the Tharu and pointed out objects of 
interest. “Here come your  didi-bahini-haru  (sisters)” Geeta, our neighbor’s daughter, 
would say to us when she spotted a group of tourists entering the village. This was her 
favorite joke. Once, when several young American women had entered the family’s 
compound, Geeta’s father had called jokingly to Arjun, “There goes your  salt  (sister-in-
law).” People in the household enjoyed these jokes based on Kate’s supposed shared 
ethnicity with the tourists. 

 Some of our most insightful observations of tourists resulted from when they in-
teracted with us. We lived in a Tharu-style house located among other Tharu houses. 
Although we usually managed to avoid contact with tourists, at times, we, alongside 
our neighbors, became objects for tourists to observe. As a white American woman, 
Kate stood out and would attract the attention of tourists by her presence. (Arjun is 
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a Sri Lankan and largely went unnoticed by tourists, for whom one native of South 
Asia looks very much like another). Upon seeing her, tourists asked why she was there 
and what it was like for us to live in Pipariya. Questions included, “Are the Tharus 
superstitious?” “Do they have a church or organized religion?” “Do you eat with your 
hands?” “Didn’t you feel grossed out at first?” “Do you have any American kitchen 
conveniences?” One woman even told Kate that she was very brave to live in the vil-
lage, which Kate interpreted as a compliment for being able to put up without the 
conveniences of Western living. 

 Although we generally tried to avoid the tourists when they came through, for a 
brief period Kate went out of her way to engage them. This was when the young men 
in the village were looking for ways to raise money for a youth club, and hit upon the 
idea of doing so from tourists. At the request of the club, Kate wrote up a one-page de-
scription of the aims of the club: to encourage Tharu youth to study, to preserve Tharu 
culture, to support Tharu religious ceremonies. Arjun made a sheet to record dona-
tions, with columns for the contributors’ names, home country, and amounts given. 

 The next time a group of tourists entered the village, Kate approached them and 
after some small talk made a pitch for money. In response, one middle-aged man with 
a video camera asked “What do they need money for?” Kate explained that in addition 
to building a club house, the young men wanted to buy some sports equipment such 
as soccer balls and volleyballs. “Why do they need money to build a house?” the man 
challenged her. “I thought if you wanted to build a house here you just built it. The 
wood’s there; grass is there, mud’s there.” Kate pointed out how few trees there were 
outside the national park; “Wood is very precious,” she explained. “It’s expensive.” 
Ignoring her request for money, the man changed the subject. “If the door’s open, can 
I just look in?” he asked, taking a few steps towards one of the houses. “I don’t think 
they’d appreciate your going into their house,” Kate responded. The man turned away 
and started to film a group of children who had gathered to stare at the visitors. Kate 
went back to the house in defeat. 

 Of course not all tourists behave in intrusive, ethnocentric, or uninformed ways. 
Some seemed discomfited by their role as intruders in Tharu daily life and stayed in 
the background. Others were careful to be polite at least by their own standards and 
some seemed better prepared to ask meaningful questions. Many were interested in 
the initiatives of the youth club and gave money to support them.  

  Tharu Views of Tourists 

 Tharu have a very strong ethic of hospitality. There is no Tharu word for tourist, 
who are referred to with the Nepali word for guest,  pahuna.  As such, the Tharu often 
treated their visitors with patience and good cheer. Still, there is some disagreement 
among them on how to respond to the village walk, or even whether or not a response 
is necessary. Some saw benefit from the occasional tip and children have learned to 
beg. But many are distressed by the negative way guides portray them to tourists. 

 Interestingly, Tharu distinguish between tourists who arrive as part of a tour and 
those who come by themselves without a guide. On one occasion, two college-aged 
American women had just passed Kate on the dirt road of the village when one of 
them stepped off into the ditch and bent over to photograph something. Curious, Kate 
asked her whether she was photographing plants. “Marijuana” she giggled in reply 
(Cannabis grew wild throughout the village and was smoked by some of our neigh-
bors, especially the elderly.) Further down the road, Kate met our neighbor, Thagawa, 



 C H A P T E R  3 3   Village Walks: Tourism and Globalization among the Tharu of Nepal 313

and another young Tharu man, who were looking after the retreating figures of the 
Americans with curiosity. “No guide,” Thagawa commented to Kate with approval. 
“They are pure tourists.” 

 Tharu offer different explanations for why tourists might be interested in visiting 
a Tharu village. The most positive is to say that tourists are interested in Tharu cul-
ture and in the way the Tharu live. For example, one man opined that tourists came 
on village walks because they were interested in learning about the culture and way 
of life of Nepal’s original inhabitants. Another, a woman, welcomed the village walks. 
She observed that local people are unable to visit foreign countries, but now they are 
able to meet foreigners who come to see them. 

 But many Tharu attributed less flattering reasons for why tourists visited Pipar-
iya. One person suggested that tourists visit the village because they consider the 
Tharu to be backward and  jangali  people. A Tharu woman was critical of the village 
walks because, she said, foreigners took pictures of the poverty of the Tharu and then 
showed that poverty in their own countries, but she also acknowledged that local peo-
ple made a living off the tourists, with jobs in hotels and through tips and presents 
when tourists visit their houses. 

 Many Tharu would prefer that guides acted as interpreters between the village 
people and tourists. Some of the most positive interaction we witnessed between 
Tharu and tourists occurred when tourists wandered through the village by them-
selves and stopped to talk to people. There were a few young men who spoke English 
well enough to make this meaningful. The Tharu enjoyed these encounters, and our 
assistant, Surendra, would sometimes invite tourists to eat in his house. 

 In some ways, anthropologists are like tourists. We are foreigners who come for 
a limited amount of time, ask endless questions, and take numerous photographs. 
But unlike tourists, anthropologists don’t depend on other people to mediate their 
relations with the societies they study. A cardinal rule of the anthropological method 
is that we must learn the language of the people we seek to understand and immerse 
ourselves in their lives. It is in the nature of modern anthropological fieldwork that 
anthropologists will build enduring relationships with the people who taught them 
what it is like to be a Tharu, a Kayapo, or a Barbadian. It is not surprising that the 
most satisfactory tourist–Tharu encounters, certainly for the Tharu, were those un-
mediated by guides, in which tourists were sometimes invited to Tharu homes and 
entertained as guests.  

  Conclusion 

 As we watched tourists come and go in Pipariya we concluded several things. First, 
most tourists, especially those participating in tour groups, knew little or nothing 
about how the Tharu actually lived and a few treated the Tharu disrespectfully, almost 
as if they were objects in a museum exhibit. Second, tour operators represented the 
Tharu inaccurately. Although Tharu do display some ethnic differences from other 
Nepalese, they are not primitive aborigines that time had forgotten. Instead, they are 
an integral part of contemporary Nepali society. They till their land in ways character-
istic of many Nepali farmers; Tharu men work in the tourist industry, their children 
attend school, and they see themselves as part of the Nepali nation. In Pipariya, the 
response of young Tharu men to their disadvantaged position in Nepali society was 
to form a youth club to promote education for children in a community where many 
believe it makes more sense for children to work on the farm than attend school. They 
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became aware of their own customs and heritage but also sought to preserve their 
culture against the changes that were going on around them. Indeed, one of the con-
sequences of cultural tourism is that it makes local people aware of their culture in 
new ways. Taken for granted ways of living and customary practices become invested 
with new meanings; art that was once produced for religious or ritual purposes be-
come curios for sale to tourists and dances that might have once been an integral as-
pect of festivals and life cycle rituals become reconfigured as cultural performances. 
As culture becomes objectified and transformed, social relationships also undergo 
change and are understood in new ways.  

  Postscript 

 A return to Pipariya in 2009 revealed dramatic changes. The Tharu  tol  had changed 
almost beyond recognition, with brick houses and TV antennas sprouting everywhere, 
the fruits of the work of young Tharu men who have gone abroad in recent years as 
migrant labor. The most significant change however concerned the Tharu response 
to the village walk. Many years after we had left, the Tharu of Pipariya built a Tharu 
Culture Museum on land donated by the wealthiest Tharu landowner in the village. 
The idea for such a museum originated in the youth club for which we had helped to 
raise money, and its members in turn received advice and financial help from a Nepali 
conservation NGO. The museum, made of brick, was designed to resemble a tradi-
tional Tharu house and consisted of a large hall with two adjacent smaller rooms. 
The hall had a number of displays all featuring Tharu artifacts once used in different 
contexts of daily life—fishing equipment, objects used in religious ceremonies, and 
so on—with murals on the wall behind depicting the contexts in which these artifacts 
were used. It had been hard to locate these artifacts. Few Tharu own them anymore, 
as people prefer more durable goods of steel and plastic bought in the bazaar. In the 
center were three mannequins made by a local artist, wearing traditional Tharu dress, 
which no one except the very elderly wear anymore. The Tharu museum levies an en-
trance fee and is now the main focus of the village walk. 

 It is not a coincidence that the museum emerged here. The press of tourists and 
the unflattering view of the village that came with them played an important part. So 
did the curious anthropologist who showed interest in Tharu culture. These forces led 
local Tharu to think about their customs and practices in new ways. The museum tells 
the story of the past that the Tharu would like both foreigners as well as their fellow 
Nepalese to know. But it is also a story that they tell to themselves and especially to 
their children whose lives no longer depend on the artifacts preserved in the museum. 

 Chitwan Tharu today have become globalized. Their young men work in places 
as far afield as the Middle East, Malaysia, and Japan, and some have arrived in the 
United States as winners of the Green Card lottery. The culture that the Tharu ob-
jectify in the museum is not the one that they now live. Instead, it is an image of 
the past they wish to preserve, because it is closely bound up with their identity. It 
is the outcome not only of the Tharu encounter with foreign visitors, but also of the 
changing Tharu relationship with the ethnic groups that dominate Nepal. As Nepal 
democratizes, historically marginalized communities like the Tharu have begun to as-
sert themselves and to foreground their own identity. An objectified understanding of 
their culture—as a thing of artifacts and customs—has become a crucial component 
of the process of distinguishing themselves from other Nepalese. Tourism has played 
an important role in this change.   



 C H A P T E R  3 3   Village Walks: Tourism and Globalization among the Tharu of Nepal 315

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    How did tourist hotels and guides portray the Tharu? Why do you think they did 
so in this manner?   

   2.    What was the Tharu view of the many tour groups and unaccompanied tourists 
who traversed their community?   

   3.    In what way did the Tharu manage to separate their past from the present?   

   4.    How have the Tharu become globalized?      
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  34   
 The Road to Refugee 
Resettlement         
   Dianna Shandy   

   In the early days of the discipline, anthropologists usually studied non-Western groups that 
they assumed were bounded and clearly definable. Such groups were named (often by out-
siders) and were thought to have territories and a common language and culture. Although 
anthropologists recognized that many of the groups they studied had outside connections—
that they freely borrowed culture, intermarried, and migrated—most still felt it was reason-
able to talk about groups as if they were bounded units. However, the picture is changing, 
as this updated article by Dianna Shandy clearly shows. Today people are on the move. 
Some are migrants looking for economic opportunity; others are refugees. Here Shandy, us-
ing the case of the Nuer from southern Sudan, shows how refugees fleeing a perpetual civil 
war manage to gain relocation in the United States and how they have sought to adapt to 
the demands of life among Americans. A key to the process is the role played by the United 
Nations and social service agencies and the Nuer’s own determination to better (in their 
terms) themselves.      *   

  *  Revised from Dianna J. Shandy, “New Americans: The Road to Refugee Resettlement.” Copyright © 2012 by Dianna J. 
Shandy. Used by permission of the author.   
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      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

          A Nuer youth, Thok Ding (not his real name) lies prone alongside two other boys on the 
dusty, clay ground on the outskirts of a village in southern Sudan. A man crouches over him 
with a razor blade. Beginning with the right side, the man makes six parallel cuts from each 
side of the youth’s forehead to the center to create scars called gaar. This ritual scarification, 
which has been outlawed in Nuer areas since the 1980s, still marks entry into manhood for 
many Nuer young men.   

 A few years later in Minneapolis, Minnesota, Thok sits in pained concentration in 
front of a computer screen in a driver’s license examination office. Still weak in English, he 
struggles to recall the multiple choice response sequence he memorized to pass the exam, in 
this stressful, but less painful, American rite of passage into adulthood.   

 When I began ethnographic work among Nuer refugees living in Minnesota, 
Iowa, and several other regions of the United States in 1997, I immediately was struck 
by the incongruity of their lives. The Nuer are a famous people in anthropology. They 
were the subject of three books by the well-known late British social anthropologist, 
Sir Edward E. Evans-Pritchard, who described their pastoralist mode of subsist-
ence, complex segmented kinship system, and religion. Evans-Pritchard conducted 
research among the Nuer in the 1930s. He described the Nuer as a tall, independent, 
confident people whose existence revolved around the needs of their cattle, especially 
the requirement to move the animals from high to low ground and back again each 
year. During the dry season from September to April, the cattle were herded to lower 
ground where there was still water and grass. During the rainy season, the lowlands 
became a swampy lagoon and the herds had to be moved to the highlands where 
rain had restored the range. This transhumant life-style and the need to guard cattle 
against raiders from nearby tribes had shaped Nuer society. (The Nuer were also the 
subject of a well-known ethnographic film, “The Nuer,” made by Robert Gardner and 
released in 1970, which showed them to be much as Evans-Pritchard had described 
them.) 

 So when I first met Nuer people in Minnesota in the mid 1990s, these North-
east African pastoralists seemed out of place. Tall (most men are well over six feet in 
height) and still displaying the (for men) prominent forehead scars received at their 
initiations, the Nuer had come to live in one of the coldest parts of the United States. 
Why had they left their ancestral home? What did their status as refugees mean and 
how did they get it? How had they managed to come to the United States? Why had 
they been located, as it turns out, in more than thirty different U.S. states? How 
would a people raised as cattle herders adapt to American urban settings? Would they 
remain in the United States on a temporary or permanent basis? How would they 
maintain a relationship with the families they left behind? And finally in a broader 
sense, what does all this tell us about the interconnectedness of a globalizing world 
and about anthropology’s role in it? 

  Becoming a Refugee 

 Until recently, most Americans called the people who settled here,  immigrants.  No 
distinctions were made based on the reasons people came here or the circumstances 
they had left behind. In general, their arrival was encouraged and welcome because 
the country was spacious and their skills and labor were needed. 
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 Today, things are different. There are immigrants and  refugees.  In the past, ref-
ugees were a kind of immigrant. They were people who came here to escape from 
intolerable conditions in their homelands, such as pogroms, the threat of military 
conscription, civil wars, and famine. The fact that they were escaping from some-
thing, however, did not affect whether or not they could enter the United States. Most 
people, especially those from Europe, were welcome. 

 Over the last fifty years, however, refugees have come to occupy a formal status, 
both in the eyes of the United Nations and U.S. immigration officials. They are not 
just  internally displaced persons (IDPs),  those who have left their homes but who are 
still in their own country. Officially, meaning how the United Nations and national 
governments define them, a refugee group is one that shares a “well founded fear of 
persecution” based on any of five factors such as race, religion, nationality, member-
ship in a particular social group, or political opinion, and who has left their home 
country. How the United Nations or national governments apply this definition when 
they seek to certify individuals as refugees varies. But the number of people that claim 
to fit this description and who seek asylum skyrocketed at the end of the cold war in 
1989 to an estimated 14 million in 2008. 

 Bureaucracies control who can be classified as a refugee. In 1950 the United Na-
tions established a formal agency to help with the refugee “problem” headed by the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The agency recognizes 
three options, or what it calls “durable solutions,” to address the situation of refugees 
around the world: voluntary repatriation to the country of origin, integration into a 
country of asylum, or rarely, third country resettlement, meaning a move from one 
country of asylum to one that offers possibilities for a more permanent home. Initially 
housed in refugee camps, displaced people can apply for official refugee status with 
the hope of resettlement in another country, or that conditions will stabilize in their 
own country, allowing them to return home. 

 Many countries have agreed to take in a limited number of refugees as a way of 
settling them more permanently, and the United States is one of them. To do this, the 
United States sets a limit on the number of refugees it will accept each year and uses 
a bureaucratic process to screen prospective refugees it might be willing to take in. In 
recent years, the United States has resettled an average of 57,895 refugees here each 
year, with a sharp dip in numbers in the wake of September 11, 2001. The process 
is complicated by the fact that the criteria for admission can change, different gov-
ernment officials interpret the criteria dissimilarly, and resettlement policy can shift 
from one year to the next. It is also complicated by cross-cultural misunderstanding. 
The U.S. bureaucracy works differently from the way governments operate in the ref-
ugee’s country of origin. Languages are a major barrier. Categories of meaning are not 
shared. The screening process is intended to determine “real” refugees, or those who 
cannot be protected by their home governments, and “economic” migrants who leave 
their home voluntarily to seek a better life. In practice the distinction is often difficult 
to establish. 

 The Nuer living in Minnesota and other regions of the United States have man-
aged to come through this process successfully. They have made it to camps that proc-
ess refugees, discovered how to enter the bureaucratic process designed to certify 
them as refugees, learned how to tell a sufficiently convincing refugee story to gain 
certification, and found a way to get on the list to be resettled in the United States. 

 Thok Ding’s life illustrates this process. Thok was born in southern Sudan and 
lived in a small village. As in most Nuer households, Thok lived with his mother, fa-
ther, siblings, and his father’s extended family. Thok had family members who lived in 
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town and attended school, but there was no school in his village. His first memory is 
of going to the forest to take care of his calves when he was seven or eight. He would 
leave home in the early morning with other boys his age, taking food with him to eat 
while he was grazing the cattle and protecting the calves from wild animals. Girls, on 
the other hand, would stay closer to home and were charged with milking the cows. 

 When he was in his early teens, he, along with other boys who were the same 
age, underwent the ritual scarification  gaar  ceremony ushering him into manhood. 
After undergoing this painful ritual, Thok said that now that he was a man, he could 
be “free.” “You can do whatever you like. You can have a woman. You can have a 
home by yourself. You can live away from your parents.” 

 Shortly after his initiation, the civil war that wracked the southern Sudan caught 
up with him. Fueled by events that extend back much further in time, civil war en-
gulfed Sudan for much of the period since it gained independence from joint English-
Egyptian colonial rule in 1956, with just a brief interlude of peace from the early 
1970s until 1983. In 2005, a peace agreement was signed between southern rebels and 
the Khartoum government ending what is known as the North-South war in  Sudan. 
This conflict in the Sudan frequently is attributed to social distinctions based on 
 geography (north-south), ethnicity (Arab-African), and religion (Muslim-Christian). 
But, as the more recent and ongoing Darfur crisis has illustrated, these are fluid cat-
egories. From a southern perspective, northern Muslim Arabs entered their land in 
the 1800s looking for ivory and slaves. Northerners were favored under colonial rule, 
which gave them more power and increased tension with people, such as the Nuer, liv-
ing in the south. From 1983 to 2005, it was the Khartoum government, located in the 
north, that was engaged in war with southerners who were seeking self-government. 
As of this writing, it remains unclear whether the peace agreement will endure and, if 
so, for how long. 

 Nuer society has suffered cataclysmic shifts in the decades since Evans-Pritchard 
conducted his fieldwork, a fact well documented by anthropologist Sharon Hutchinson 
in her book entitled  Nuer Dilemmas  published in 1996. For example, instead of merely 
regulating Nuer seasonal cattle drives, the change of seasons in the southern Sudan 
also dictates the rhythm of the civil war. The dry season makes it possible to move 
heavy artillery across the clay plains; during the wet season the same plains are im-
passible. The war and the displacement of Nuer and other southern Sudanese it has 
caused are the major cause of migration. 

 In the late 1980s, government troops attacked Thok’s village, killing many people 
including his father. Although many of the survivors elected to stay and to keep herd-
ing cattle, with his father dead Thok felt it was wisest to leave Sudan after this trag-
edy. He traveled on foot for three days with his mother and siblings and their cattle to 
an Ethiopian refugee camp called Itang. 

 One feature of camp life was the presence of a Christian mission school, which 
provided Thok with his first taste of formal education, something that would prove 
useful later as he sought refugee status. He advanced quickly in school, skipping 
several grades. Seventh grade stands out for him as the real beginning of his educa-
tion, however, because he passed a national exam. As a result, he was transferred to 
Gambela, another Ethiopian camp, to attend school, leaving his mother and siblings 
behind. Food scarcity made life in Gambela very difficult. Thok recalls that students 
were given only a small amount of corn each month. They would grind the grain into 
flour, cook the mixture with water, and eat it plain without a stew. 

 His education at Gambela progressed nicely, but was ended when war now 
broke out in Ethiopia. Threatened by the dangers it posed, Thok rejoined his mother 
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and siblings. Together they returned to Sudan where the United Nations had estab-
lished a temporary camp to care for the Sudanese refugees who were streaming back 
across the border from Ethiopia. Thok weighed his options and decided to return to 
Ethiopia on his own. He went to the capital of Ethiopia, Addis Ababa, where he en-
countered some friends from school who shared information on how to get to refugee 
camps in Kenya. 

 He traveled to Kenya by bus, negotiating his way past border and police check-
points along the way. He was arrested once by Kenyan police and had to spend the night 
in jail before they turned him over to the U.N. authorities that ran the nearby refugee 
camp. Once in the camp, he filled out a form that documented his background, and 
requested that he be considered for resettlement in another country. Since Thok had 
no relatives who had been resettled in other countries, he applied for resettlement any-
where that would accept refugees from the Sudan. These included Australia,  Canada, 
and Sweden as well as the United States, the country that finally admitted him. 

 Two years elapsed from the time Thok arrived in the camp until he was sent to 
the United States. Life in the Kenyan camp was much more difficult than the one he 
had stayed at in Ethiopia. There was nothing to do, no river, no place to keep cat-
tle, and no garden plots. Thok did, however, meet some friends he had made earlier 
in school, and together they cooked food and found ways to pass the long days in 
the camp. He and his friends also listened to the stories other Nuer told of their en-
counters with the refugee officials who interviewed people requesting resettlement. 
In a tragic commentary on how devastation can seem “normal,” they learned that 
the biggest mistake people made was to invent dramatic stories to make themselves 
eligible for resettlement. For example, one Nuer man said,  “People feel they need a 
reason, so they tell the person interviewing them that they killed someone and if they 
return to Sudan they will be put in jail. But the story didn’t work because the interviewer 
thought the refugee must be a violent man. ” The Nuer men who worked as interpreters 
in the camps believed there was a better approach.  “We told the community, we need 
to tell them the reality. Don’t say you killed someone, just say you were caught in the 
crossfire.” They had learned that the refugee officials were looking for certain kinds of 
experiences to determine who fit the criteria for refugee resettlement. 

 In addition to recounting a plausible story that indicates why they would be per-
secuted if they returned home, refugees must also pass a medical screening, and they 
must also sign a promissory note to repay the cost of their airfare to the United States 
once they have settled and found work. Thok passed through this process successfully, 
and with a ticket provided for him by the International Organization for Migration, 
flew to the United States. He was met at the airport by a representative from Lutheran 
Social Services, one of many U.S. voluntary agencies responsible for resettling refugees.  

  Adapting to America 

 Some immigrants to the United States rely on family or friends to help them find a 
home, job, and place in America. But many refugees depend on voluntary agencies or 
“volags” to help with settlement. These agencies are under contract to the U.S. gov-
ernment and receive a stipend for each refugee that they place. Volags help refugees 
with such necessities as finding a find a place to live, getting a job, learning to ride 
the bus, and buying food. They also help them complete paperwork documenting the 
existence of family members who were left behind, since there may be a chance to 
bring them over later. Volags emphasize how important it is for refugees to find a job 
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and become self-sufficient. Volags provide refugees with a small initial cash stipend 
to help them get established. But the money doesn’t last long and refugees are encour-
aged to start working as soon as possible, often within the first week or two after ar-
rival. An agency helped place Thok in Minnesota, find him an apartment, and assisted 
with a job search. 

 There were about thirty refugees from Sudan and Somalia on Thok’s flight from 
Nairobi, Kenya, to New York’s JFK International Airport. When Thok boarded the 
plane, he knew no one. By the time he arrived in New York many hours later, he felt 
like the eight Sudanese men he had traveled with were his new best friends. In a 
wrenching sort of dispersal, the eight men were all directed by airline staff to differ-
ent gates at the airport to await the next leg of their journey to far-flung destinations, 
like San Diego, California; Nashville, Tennessee; Dallas, Texas; and Minneapolis, 
Minnesota. 

 A representative from Lutheran Social Services and a volunteer from a local 
church greeted Thok when he arrived on his own in Minneapolis. His few posses-
sions fit in a small bag that he carried with him on the plane. The man from Lutheran 
 Social Services gave him shampoo and a toothbrush and took him to Burger King. 
Thok found the food very strange and difficult to eat. Thok stayed the first night in the 
volunteer’s home—a widower in his mid sixties who regularly helped out Lutheran 
Social Services in this way. Thok spoke some English, but he relied mostly on gestures 
to communicate with his host. The next day the volunteer took Thok to Lutheran 
 Social Services to complete paperwork. 

 When they finished with the paperwork, the case manager who had met Thok 
at the airport took him to what was to be his apartment. Thok found the place to be 
very dirty, particularly the carpeting that had not been cleaned after the last tenants 
departed. There was a strong smell of cigarette smoke, cockroaches in the kitchen, 
and a very leaky faucet in the bathroom. Despite these problems, Thok would have his 
own place that would be affordable when he got a job. Later, the man Thok had stayed 
with the previous night brought over some furniture that had been donated by church 
members. 

 Over the coming week, Thok met with his case manager to discuss getting a job. 
Where refugees work and the kinds of jobs that they can get depend somewhat on 
the level of education and training they received prior to arrival in the United States. 
Upon arrival, most Nuer have little formal education and can, unfortunately, only find 
jobs that most people born in the United States do not want such as unskilled factory 
worker, security guard, parking lot attendant, fast food server, and nursing home as-
sistant. Or, if they do have a degree when they arrive, like many immigrants, they are 
“underemployed,” or work in jobs below their level of credentials. Many of the Nuer 
who have settled in the upper Midwest have found work in meat packing plants. Thok 
first got a job filling beverage trays for airplanes at the airport after he arrived in the 
United States. His back and arms ached from the lifting he was required to do, and he 
did not like his boss. 

 Several weeks later, Thok spotted another Nuer man while he was shopping at 
Target. Thok did not know him personally, but after they started talking he discovered 
that he knew the village where the man was from in the Sudan. It was good to see 
someone from “home,” and Thok invited him back to his apartment to cook a meal 
and eat together. This man had moved to Minnesota from Iowa and was able to tell 
Thok the names and even the phone numbers of some Nuer who were living in Des 
Moines. Thok knew some of these people from the refugee camps in Ethiopia, and 
the next day he bought a phone card to get in touch. Thok could hardly believe his 
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ears when he heard his friend John Wai answer the phone. After a conversation that 
lasted until the phone card expired, Thok decided to board a bus and leave Minnesota 
to move to Iowa. John had talked about the sizable Nuer community living in Des 
Moines and the well-paying jobs offered by a meat packing company. Thok called his 
case manager and left a message saying that he was going. He packed his personal 
items, left the furniture in the apartment, and boarded a Greyhound bus. 

 In Des Moines, Thok moved in with John and another Nuer man. Thok worked 
in a packing plant for a while, but found it very difficult. At first his job was to kill 
pigs as they entered the processing line. He found it so hard to sleep at night after 
doing this over and over again all day that he asked to be transferred to some other 
part of the line. He still found the work exceedingly hard. One motivation to find a job 
quickly is to make it possible to bring over his family members to join him, but Thok 
has not managed to do this yet. 

 In addition to his mother and siblings, Thok would also like to bring over a wife. 
There are roughly three Nuer men for every Nuer woman in the United States, and 
most of the women are already married or engaged to be married. Thok and other 
Nuer men struggle with what they perceive as “the unreasonable levels of freedom” 
afforded to women in U.S. society. One way to marry a wife with more “traditional” 
Nuer values, or so men think, is to let their family facilitate a marriage in the Sudan 
or in Ethiopia and try to bring the wife over as a spouse or a refugee.  

  Staying in Touch 

 Refugee groups are deliberately “scattered” geographically across the United States 
when they are resettled. Policy makers believe that dispersal increases individuals’ 
ability to adapt successfully to their new environment and that it decreases any dis-
ruptive impact on the host community that receives the refugees. However, even 
though refugees are “placed” in particular locales in the United States, they seldom 
stay put. Hmong, originally from the highlands of South East Asia, and now residents 
of Saint Paul, Minnesota, are a case in point. They, like the Nuer, are well known for 
moving frequently after arrival in the United States. Nuer, who moved regularly as 
part of their lives in southern Sudan, continue a kind of nomadism in the United 
States. Nuer move frequently—from apartment to apartment, from city to city, and 
from state to state. As a result of having been resettled in more than thirty different 
states in America, Nuer have many residency options to consider and have a tendency 
to move where they have relatives, friends, or jobs. 

 Staying in contact is very important to many Nuer refugees. They are adept at 
devising strategies for remaining in contact with other Nuer dispersed across the 
United States and those whom they left behind in Africa. The process of incorpora-
tion into the United States as a refugee is also about maintaining ties to Africa. One 
aspect of Nuer life that sets them apart from the experiences of previous waves of im-
migrants to the United States is the means by which they keep in contact with those 
who remain at home in the Sudan, in refugee camps in neighboring African states, 
and around the world. 

 Immigrants have always retained some ties with the homes they left. But, in a 
21st century context the possibilities for frequent, affordable, and rapid contact are 
greatly expanded. Anthropologists refer to these crosscutting social ties that span the 
borders of nation-states as  transnationalism.  For instance, Thok, who wants to marry, 
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could phone his brother in Gambela, Ethiopia, to arrange the event. He can use 
 Western Union to send money to his brother to buy cows to give to the prospective 
bride’s father. In Nuer eyes, the groom does not even need to be present for the mar-
riage to be legitimate, but this is not true in the eyes of immigration authorities. Even 
though the groom can do his part to sponsor the marriage from the United States, he 
still must travel to Ethiopia for the marriage to be recognized officially for immigra-
tion purposes. The bride can apply as a refugee herself but increases her chances of 
resettlement by also applying as a spouse joining her husband. 

 Sudan ranks third, after Palestine and Afghanistan, in a list of countries that has 
produced the most refugees. Those in the diaspora maintain close ties with friends 
and family in the Sudan, in other African countries, and around the world. Therefore, 
a focus on the lives of Sudanese refugees in Africa is an important part of understand-
ing Nuer refugees’ lives in the United States. These transnational linkages influence 
Nuer people’s decisions in the United States.  

  Conclusion 

 Refugees are a special category of immigrant to the United States. Often seen as vic-
tims of tragic circumstances, refugees are also amazingly adept at finding ways to 
survive these same circumstances. Refugees’ lives depend on an international and na-
tional bureaucracy, and those who pass through the process represent a very small 
percentage of people who are displaced. Starting a life in a vastly different cultural en-
vironment than the one they were raised in presents a number of hardships. Refugees 
cope with these challenges by trying to maintain their original ethnic group identity. 
Transnational communication is one way to do this. So is moving to find people they 
know from their homelands. 

 Anthropologists, such as Evans-Pritchard, used to journey to faraway places to 
study distant “others.” Nowadays it is often the objects of study that make the journey 
to the land of the anthropologists. Refugees such as the Nuer are among the latest 
newcomers to urban and suburban areas in the United States, and anthropologists 
can play a role in the adaptation process of Nuer in America. For example, some 
anthropologists work for voluntary agencies where what they learn about refugees 
through their ability to conduct ethnographic research helps to ease refugee adjust-
ment to unfamiliar surroundings. Other anthropologists work at the federal and state 
levels to advise about the efficacy of the social programs designed to meet the needs 
of recently arrived populations and suggest changes if they are needed. Sometimes 
these roles take the form of advocacy. 

 But through it all, anthropologists still do fieldwork in much the same way. They 
learn the language of refugee populations; ask open-ended questions in interviews; 
conduct participant observation at such events as weddings, funerals, graduation 
ceremonies, and political meetings; and try to understand life from their informants’ 
perspective. 

 Although he now knows an anthropologist, Thok Ding goes about his new life 
in America with the same independent determination that got him here in the first 
place. He will continue to move his residence if he thinks it will help him, increase 
his level of education, find better paying jobs, and eventually if all works out, marry 
a woman from the Sudan, bring his whole family to the United States and in the end, 
become a new American.  
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  Postscript 

 In 2005, a Comprehensive Peace Agreement was signed between southern Sudanese 
rebels and the government of Sudan, ending twenty-two years of war. A key feature of 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement is that it gives southern Sudanese the right to a 
national referendum regarding the right to secede and form a separate, independent 
nation of South Sudan. In January, 2011, southern Sudanese overwhelming voted for 
the formation of their own nation.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    According to Shandy, what is the formal United Nations definition of a refugee?   

   2.    What steps do displaced persons have to take to achieve resettlement as refugees?   

   3.    How have Nuer refugees reorganized their lives to live successfully in the United 
States?   

   4.    How have migrants to the United States changed the way anthropologists define 
groups they study and the focus of their research?      
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 Global Women 
in the New Economy         
   Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Russell Hochschild   

   Movement is a key feature of today’s world economy. Manufacturing jobs move from wealth-
ier nations to poorer ones. An enormous variety of goods and raw materials travels by sea 
and rail to every part of the world. And more and more, so do people. Most come from poor 
nations to find work in rich ones. At first most were men; today many are women. In this 
selection, Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Russell Hochschild describe the history of female 
immigration, the reasons women migrate, the kinds of jobs they take in wealthier nations, 
the stresses their absence has on their own families, their lives in the families of others 
when they serve as nannies, and consequences for relative wealth among the world’s na-
tions. The authors conclude that women, both rich and poor, seek to better their condition 
and that migration increases interdependence among nations.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        “Whose baby are you?” Josephine Perera, a nanny from Sri Lanka, asks Isadora, her pudgy 
two-year-old charge in Athens, Greece. 

 Thoughtful for a moment, the child glances toward the closed door of the next room, in 
which her mother is working, as if to say, “That’s my mother in there.” 

          

 *  Introduction and excerpt from Notes from  Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and Sex Workers in the New Economy  by 
Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Hochschild. Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC. 
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 “No, you’re  my  baby,” Josephine teases, tickling Isadora lightly. Then, to set-
tle the issue, Isadora answers, “Together!” She has two mommies—her mother and 
Josephine. And surely a child loved by many adults is richly blessed. 

 In some ways, Josephine’s story—which unfolds in an extraordinary documentary 
film,  When Mother Comes Home for Christmas,  directed by Nilita Vachani— describes 
an unparalleled success. Josephine has ventured around the world, achieving a de-
gree of independence her mother could not have imagined, and amply supporting her 
three children with no help from her ex-husband, their father. Each month she mails 
a remittance check from Athens to Hatton, Sri Lanka, to pay the children’s living ex-
penses and school fees. On her Christmas visit home, she bears gifts of pots, pans, 
and dishes. While she makes payments on a new bus that Suresh, her oldest son, now 
drives for a living, she is also saving for a modest dowry for her daughter, Norma. She 
dreams of buying a new house in which the whole family can live. In the meantime, 
her work as a nanny enables Isadora’s parents to devote themselves to their careers 
and avocations. 

 But Josephine’s story is also one of wrenching global inequality. While Isadora 
enjoys the attention of three adults, Josephine’s three children in Sri Lanka have 
been far less lucky. According to Vachani, Josephine’s youngest child, Suminda, was 
two—Isadora’s age—when his mother first left home to work in Saudi Arabia. Her 
middle child, Norma, was nine; her oldest son, Suresh, thirteen. From Saudi Arabia, 
 Josephine found her way first to Kuwait, then to Greece. Except for one two-month 
trip home, she has lived apart from her children for ten years. She writes them weekly 
letters, seeking news of relatives, asking about school, and complaining that Norma 
doesn’t write back. 

 Although Josephine left the children under her sister’s supervision, the two 
youngest have shown signs of real distress. Norma has attempted suicide three times. 
Suminda, who was twelve when the film was made, boards in a grim, Dickensian or-
phanage that forbids talk during meals and showers. He visits his aunt on holidays. 
Although the oldest, Suresh, seems to be on good terms with his mother, Norma is 
tearful and sullen, and Suminda does poorly in school, picks quarrels, and otherwise 
seems withdrawn from the world. Still, at the end of the film, we see Josephine once 
again leave her three children in Sri Lanka to return to Isadora in Athens. For Jose-
phine can either live with her children in desperate poverty or make money by living 
apart from them. Unlike her affluent First World employers, she cannot both live with 
her family and support it. 

 Thanks to the process we loosely call “globalization,” women are on the move 
as never before in history. In images familiar to the West from television commer-
cials for credit cards, cell phones, and airlines, female executives jet about the world, 
phoning home from luxury hotels and reuniting with eager children in airports. But 
we hear much less about a far more prodigious flow of female labor and energy: the 
increasing migration of millions of women from poor countries to rich ones, where 
they serve as nannies, maids, and sometimes sex workers. In the absence of help from 
male partners, many women have succeeded in tough “male world” careers only by 
turning over the care of their children, elderly parents, and homes to women from 
the Third World. This is the female underside of globalization, whereby millions of 
Josephines from poor countries in the south migrate to do the “women’s work” of 
the north—work that affluent women are no longer able or willing to do. These mi-
grant workers often leave their own children in the care of grandmothers, sisters, and 
sisters-in-law. Sometimes a young daughter is drawn out of school to care for her 
younger siblings. 
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 This pattern of female migration reflects what could be called a worldwide gen-
der revolution. In both rich and poor countries, fewer families can rely solely on a 
male breadwinner. In the United States, the earning power of most men has declined 
since 1970, and many women have gone out to “make up the difference.” By one re-
cent estimate, women were the sole, primary, or coequal earners in more than half of 
American families. So the question arises: Who will take care of the children, the sick, 
the elderly? Who will make dinner and clean house? 

 While the European or American woman commutes to work an average twenty-
eight minutes a day, many nannies from the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and India cross 
the globe to get to their jobs. Some female migrants from the Third World do find 
something like “liberation,” or at least the chance to become independent bread-
winners and to improve their children’s material lives. Other, less fortunate migrant 
women end up in the control of criminal employers— their passports stolen, their 
mobility blocked, forced to work without pay in brothels or to provide sex along with 
cleaning and child-care services in affluent homes. But even in more typical cases, 
where benign employers pay wages on time, Third World migrant women achieve 
their success only by assuming the cast-off domestic roles of middle- and high-income 
women in the First World—roles that have been previously rejected, of course, by 
men. And their “commute” entails a cost we have yet to fully comprehend. 

 The migration of women from the Third World to do “women’s work” in affluent 
countries has so far received little media attention—for reasons that are easy enough 
to guess. First, many, though by no means all, of the new female migrant workers 
are women of color, and therefore subject to the racial “discounting” routinely ex-
perienced by, say, Algerians in France, Mexicans in the United States, and Asians in 
the United Kingdom. Add to racism the private “indoor” nature of so much of the 
new migrants’ work. Unlike factory workers, who congregate in large numbers, or taxi 
drivers, who are visible on the street, nannies and maids are often hidden away, one 
or two at a time, behind closed doors in private homes. Because of the illegal nature 
of their work, most sex workers are even further concealed from public view. 

 At least in the case of nannies and maids, another factor contributes to the in-
visibility of migrant women and their work—one that, for their affluent employers, 
touches closer to home. The Western culture of individualism, which finds extreme 
expression in the United States, militates against acknowledging help or human inter-
dependency of nearly any kind. Thus, in the time-pressed upper middle class, servants 
are no longer displayed as status symbols, decked out in white caps and aprons, but 
often remain in the background, or disappear when company comes. Furthermore, 
affluent careerwomen increasingly earn their status not through leisure, as they might 
have a century ago, but by apparently “doing it all”—producing a full-time career, 
thriving children, a contented spouse, and a well-managed home. In order to preserve 
this illusion, domestic workers and nannies make the house hotel-room perfect, feed 
and bathe the children, cook and clean up—and then magically fade from sight. 

 The lifestyles of the First World are made possible by a global transfer of the 
services associated with a wife’s traditional role—child care, home-making, and 
sex—from poor countries to rich ones. To generalize and perhaps oversimplify: in 
an earlier phase of imperialism, northern countries extracted natural resources and 
agricultural products—rubber, metals, and sugar, for example—from lands they con-
quered and colonized. Today, while still relying on Third World countries for agri-
cultural and industrial labor, the wealthy countries also seek to extract something 
harder to measure and quantify, something that can look very much like love. Nannies 
like  Josephine bring the distant families that employ them real maternal affection, 
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no doubt enhanced by the heartbreaking absence of their own children in the poor 
countries they leave behind. Similarly, women who migrate from country to country 
to work as maids bring not only their muscle power but an attentiveness to detail and 
to the human relationships in the household that might otherwise have been invested 
in their own families. Sex workers offer the simulation of sexual and romantic love, 
or at least transient sexual companionship. It is as if the wealthy parts of the world 
are running short on precious emotional and sexual resources and have had to turn to 
poorer regions for fresh supplies. 

 There are plenty of historical precedents for this globalization of traditional fe-
male services. In the ancient Middle East, the women of populations defeated in war 
were routinely enslaved and hauled off to serve as household workers and concubines 
for the victors. Among the Africans brought to North America as slaves in the six-
teenth through nineteenth centuries, about a third were women and children, and 
many of those women were pressed to be concubines, domestic servants, or both. 
Nineteenth-century Irishwomen—along with many rural Englishwomen—migrated 
to English towns and cities to work as domestics in the homes of the growing up-
per middle class. Services thought to be innately feminine—child care, housework, 
and sex—often win little recognition or pay. But they have always been sufficiently in 
demand to transport over long distances if necessary. What is new today is the sheer 
number of female migrants and the very long distances they travel. Immigration sta-
tistics show huge numbers of women in motion, typically from poor countries to rich. 
Although the gross statistics give little clue as to the jobs women eventually take, there 
are reasons to infer that much of their work is “caring work,” performed either in pri-
vate homes or in institutional settings such as hospitals, hospices, child-care centers, 
and nursing homes. 

 The statistics are, in many ways, frustrating. We have information on legal mi-
grants but not on illegal migrants, who, experts tell us, travel in equal if not greater 
numbers. Furthermore, many Third World countries lack data for past years, which 
makes it hard to trace trends over time; or they use varying methods of gathering 
information, which makes it hard to compare one country with another. . . . From 
1950 to 1970, for example, men predominated in labor migration to northern Europe 
from Turkey, Greece, and North Africa. Since then, women have been replacing men. 
In 1946, women were fewer than 3 percent of the Algerians and Moroccans living in 
France; by 1990, they were more than 40 percent. Overall, half of the world’s 120 mil-
lion legal and illegal migrants are now believed to be women. 

 Patterns of international migration vary from region to region, but women 
migrants from a surprising number of sending countries actually outnumber men, 
sometimes by a wide margin. For example, in the 1990s, women make up over half 
of Filipino migrants to all countries and 84 percent of Sri Lankan migrants to the 
Middle East. Indeed, by 1993 statistics, Sri Lankan women such as Josephine vastly 
outnumbered Sri Lankan men as migrant workers who’d left for Saudi Arabia,  Kuwait, 
 Lebanon, Oman, Bahrain, Jordan, and Qatar, as well as to all countries of the Far East, 
Africa, and Asia. About half of the migrants leaving Mexico, India, Korea,  Malaysia, 
Cyprus, and Swaziland to work elsewhere are also women. Throughout the 1990s 
women outnumbered men among migrants to the United States, Canada,  Sweden, the 
United Kingdom, Argentina, and Israel. 

 Most women, like men, migrate from the south to the north and from poor 
countries to rich ones. Typically, migrants go to the nearest comparatively rich coun-
try, preferably one whose language they speak or whose religion and culture they 
share. There are also local migratory flows: from northern to southern Thailand, 
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for instance, or from East Germany to West. But of the regional or cross-regional 
flows, four stand out. One goes from Southeast Asia to the oil-rich Middle and Far 
East—from  Bangladesh, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka to Bahrain, 
Oman, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Singapore. Another stream 
of migration goes from the former Soviet bloc to western Europe—from Russia, 
 Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania to Scandinavia, Germany, France, Spain, Portugal, 
and  England. A third goes from south to north in the Americas, including the stream 
from Mexico to the United States, which scholars say is the longest-running labor mi-
gration in the world. A fourth stream moves from Africa to various parts of Europe. 
France receives many female migrants from Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria. Italy re-
ceives female workers from Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Cape Verde. 

 Female migrants overwhelmingly take up work as maids or domestics. As 
women have become an ever greater proportion of migrant workers, receiving coun-
tries reflect a dramatic influx of foreign-born domestics. In the United States, African-
American women, who accounted for 60 percent of domestics in the 1940s, have been 
largely replaced by Latinas, many of them recent migrants from Mexico and Central 
America. In England, Asian migrant women have displaced the Irish and Portuguese 
domestics of the past. In French cities, North African women have replaced rural 
French girls. In western Germany, Turks and women from the former East Germany 
have replaced rural native-born women. Foreign females from countries outside the 
European Union made up only 6 percent of all domestic workers in 1984. By 1987, 
the percentage had jumped to 52, with most coming from the Philippines, Sri Lanka, 
Thailand, Argentina, Colombia, Brazil, El Salvador, and Peru. 

 The governments of some sending countries actively encourage women to mi-
grate in search of domestic jobs, reasoning that migrant women are more likely than 
their male counterparts to send their hard-earned wages to their families rather than 
spending the money on themselves. In general, women send home anywhere from 
half to nearly all of what they earn. These remittances have a significant impact on 
the lives of children, parents, siblings, and wider networks of kin—as well as on cash-
strapped Third World governments. Thus, before Josephine left for Athens, a program 
sponsored by the Sri Lankan government taught her how to use a microwave oven, a 
vacuum cleaner, and an electric mixer. As she awaited her flight, a song piped into the 
airport departure lounge extolled the opportunity to earn money abroad. The song-
writer was in the pay of the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment, an office de-
vised to encourage women to migrate. The lyrics say: 

    After much hardship, such difficult times  

  How lucky I am to work in a foreign land.  

  As the gold gathers so do many greedy flies.  

  But our good government protects us from them.  

  After much hardship, such difficult times,  

  How lucky I am to work in a foreign land.  

  I promise to return home with treasures for everyone.    

 Why this transfer of women’s traditional services from poor to rich parts of the 
world? The reasons are, in a crude way, easy to guess. Women in Western countries 
have increasingly taken on paid work, and hence need other—paid domestics and 
caretakers for children and elderly people—to replace them. For their part, women 
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in poor countries have an obvious incentive to migrate: relative and absolute poverty. 
The “care deficit” that has emerged in the wealthier countries as women enter the 
workforce  pulls  migrants from the Third World and postcommunist nations; poverty 
 pushes  them. 

 In broad outline, this explanation holds true. Throughout western Europe,  Taiwan, 
and Japan, but above all in the United States, England, and Sweden, women’s employ-
ment has increased dramatically since the 1970s. In the United States, for example, the 
proportion of women in paid work rose from 15 percent of mothers of children six and 
under in 1950 to 65 percent today. Women now make up 46 percent of the U.S. labor 
force. Three-quarters of mothers of children eighteen and under and nearly two-thirds 
of mothers of children age one and younger now work for pay. Furthermore, accord-
ing to a recent International Labor Organization study, working Americans averaged 
longer hours at work in the late 1990s than they did in the 1970s. By some measures, 
the number of hours spent at work have increased more for women than for men, and 
especially for women in managerial and professional jobs. 

 Meanwhile, over the last thirty years, as the rich countries have grown much 
richer, the poor countries have become—in both absolute and relative terms—poorer. 
Global inequalities in wages are particularly striking. In Hong Kong, for instance, the 
wages of a Filipina domestic are about fifteen times the amount she could make as a 
schoolteacher back in the Philippines. In addition, poor countries turning to the IMF 
or World Bank for loans are often forced to undertake measures of so-called struc-
tural adjustment, with disastrous results for the poor and especially for poor women 
and children. To qualify for loans, governments are usually required to devalue their 
currencies, which turns the hard currencies of rich countries into gold and the soft 
currencies of poor countries into straw. Structural adjustment programs also call for 
cuts in support for “noncompetitive industries,” and for the reduction of public serv-
ices such as health care and food subsidies for the poor. Citizens of poor countries, 
women as well as men, thus have a strong incentive to seek work in more fortunate 
parts of the world. 

 But it would be a mistake to attribute the globalization of women’s work to a 
simple synergy of needs among women—one group, in the affluent countries, needing 
help and the other, in poor countries, needing jobs. For one thing, this formulation 
fails to account for the marked failure of First World governments to meet the needs 
created by its women’s entry into the workforce. The downsized American—and to a 
lesser degree, western European—welfare state has become a “deadbeat dad.” Unlike 
the rest of the industrialized world, the United States does not offer public child care 
for working mothers, nor does it ensure paid family and medical leave. Moreover, a 
series of state tax revolts in the 1980s reduced the number of hours public libraries 
were open and slashed school-enrichment and after-school programs. Europe did not 
experience anything comparable. Still, tens of millions of western European women 
are in the workforce who were not before—and there has been no proportionate ex-
pansion in public services. 

 Secondly, any view of the globalization of domestic work as simply an arrange-
ment among women completely omits the role of men. Numerous studies, including 
some of our own, have shown that as American women took on paid employment, 
the men in their families did little to increase their contribution to the work of the 
home. For example, only one out of every five men among the working couples whom 
 Hochschild interviewed for  The Second Shift  in the 1980s shared the work at home, 
and later studies suggest that while working mothers are doing somewhat less house-
work than their counterparts twenty years ago, most men are doing only a little more. 
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With divorce, men frequently abdicate their child-care responsibilities to their ex-
wives. In most cultures of the First World outside the United States, powerful tradi-
tions even more firmly discourage husbands from doing “women’s work.” So, strictly 
speaking, the presence of immigrant nannies does not enable affluent women to enter 
the workforce; it enables affluent  men  to continue avoiding the second shift. 

 The men in wealthier countries are also, of course, directly responsible for the 
demand for immigrant sex workers — as well as for the sexual abuse of many migrant 
women who work as domestics. Why, we wondered, is there a particular demand for 
“imported” sexual partners? Part of the answer may lie in the fact that new immigrants 
often take up the least desirable work, and, thanks to the AIDS epidemic, prostitution 
has become a job that ever fewer women deliberately choose. But perhaps some of 
this demand . . . grows out of the erotic lure of the “exotic.” Immigrant women may 
seem desirable sexual partners for the same reason that First World employers believe 
them to be especially gifted as caregivers: they are thought to embody the traditional 
feminine qualities of nurturance, docility, and eagerness to please. Some men feel 
nostalgic for these qualities, which they associate with a bygone way of life. Even as 
many wage-earning Western women assimilate to the competitive culture of “male” 
work and ask respect for making it in a man’s world, some men seek in the “exotic 
Orient” or “hot-blooded tropics” a woman from the imagined past. 

 Of course, not all sex workers migrate voluntarily. An alarming number of 
women and girls are trafficked by smugglers and sold into bondage. Because traffick-
ing is illegal and secret, the numbers are hard to know with any certainty. Kevin Bales 
estimates that in Thailand alone, a country of 60 million, half a million to a million 
women are prostitutes, and one out of every twenty of these is enslaved. . . . Many of 
these women are daughters whom northern hill-tribe families have sold to brothels 
in the cities of the south. Believing the promises of jobs and money, some begin the 
voyage willingly, only to discover days later that the “arrangers” are traffickers who 
steal their passports, define them as debtors, and enslave them as prostitutes. Other 
women and girls are kidnapped, or sold by their impoverished families, and then traf-
ficked to brothels. Even worse fates befall women from neighboring Laos and Burma, 
who flee crushing poverty and repression at home only to fall into the hands of Thai 
slave traders. 

 If the factors that pull migrant women workers to affluent countries are not as 
simple as they at first appear, neither are the factors that push them. Certainly rela-
tive poverty plays a major role, but, interestingly, migrant women often do not come 
from the poorest classes of their societies. In fact, they are typically more affluent 
and better educated than male migrants. Many female migrants from the Philippines 
and Mexico, for example, have high school or college diplomas and have held middle-
class—albeit low-paid—jobs back home. One study of Mexican migrants suggests that 
the trend is toward increasingly better-educated female migrants. Thirty years ago, 
most Mexican-born maids in the United States had been poorly educated maids in 
Mexico. Now a majority have high school degrees and have held clerical, retail, or 
professional jobs before leaving for the United States. Such women are likely to be 
enterprising and adventurous enough to resist the social pressures to stay home and 
accept their lot in life. 

 Noneconomic factors—or at least factors that are not immediately and directly 
economic—also influence a woman’s decision to emigrate. By migrating, a woman 
may escape the expectation that she care for elderly family members, relinquish her 
paycheck to a husband or father, or defer to an abusive husband. Migration may 
also be a practical response to a failed marriage and the need to provide for children 
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without male help. In the Philippines, . . . Rhacel Salazar Parrenas tells us, migration 
is sometimes called a “Philippine divorce.” And there are forces at work that may be 
making the men of poor countries less desirable as husbands. Male unemployment 
runs high in the countries that supply female domestics to the First World. Unable 
to make a living, these men often grow demoralized and cease contributing to their 
families in other ways. Many female migrants tell of unemployed husbands who drink 
or gamble their remittances away. Notes one study of Sri Lankan women working 
as maids in the Persian Gulf: “It is not unusual . . . for the women to find upon their 
return that their Gulf wages by and large have been squandered on alcohol, gambling 
and other dubious undertakings while they were away.” 

 To an extent then, the globalization of child care and housework brings the ambi-
tious and independent women of the world together: the career-oriented upper-middle-
class woman of an affluent nation and the striving woman from a crumbling Third 
World or postcommunist economy. Only it does not bring them together in the way that 
second-wave feminists in affluent countries once liked to imagine—as sisters and allies 
struggling to achieve common goals. Instead, they come together as mistress and maid, 
employer and employee, across a great divide of privilege and opportunity. 

 This trend toward global redivision of women’s traditional work throws new 
light on the entire process of globalization. Conventionally, it is the poorer countries 
that are thought to be dependent on the richer ones—a dependency symbolized by 
the huge debt they owe to global financial institutions. What we explore in this book, 
however, is a dependency that works in the other direction, and it is a dependency of 
a particularly intimate kind. Increasingly often, as affluent and middle-class families 
in the First World come to depend on migrants from poorer regions to provide child 
care, homemaking, and sexual services, a global relationship arises that in some ways 
mirrors the traditional relationship between the sexes. The First World takes on a 
role like that of the old-fashioned male in the family—pampered, entitled, unable to 
cook, clean, or find his socks. Poor countries take on a role like that of the traditional 
woman within the family—patient, nurturing, and self-denying. A division of labor 
feminists critiqued when it was “local” has now, metaphorically speaking, gone global. 

 To press this metaphor a bit further, the resulting relationship is by no means a 
“marriage,” in the sense of being openly acknowledged. In fact, it is striking how in-
visible the globalization of women’s work remains, how little it is noted or discussed 
in the First World. Trend spotters have had almost nothing to say about the fact that 
increasing numbers of affluent First World children and elderly persons are tended 
by immigrant care workers or live in homes cleaned by immigrant maids. Even the 
political groups we might expect to be concerned about this trend—antiglobalization 
and feminist activists—often seem to have noticed only the most extravagant abuses, 
such as trafficking and female enslavement. So if a metaphorically gendered relation-
ship has developed between rich and poor countries, it is less like a marriage and 
more like a secret affair. 

 But it is a “secret affair” conducted in plain view of the children. Little Isadora 
and the other children of the First World raised by “two mommies” may be learning 
more than their ABC’s from a loving surrogate parent. In their own living rooms, they 
are learning a vast and tragic global politics. Children see. But they also learn how to 
disregard what they see. They learn how adults make the visible invisible. That is their 
“early childhood education.” . . . 

 The globalization of women’s traditional role poses important challenges to any-
one concerned about gender and economic inequity. How can we improve the lives 
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and opportunities of migrant women engaged in legal occupations such as nannies 
and maids? How can we prevent trafficking and enslavement? More basically, can we 
find a way to counterbalance the systematic transfer of caring work from poor coun-
tries to rich, and the inevitable trauma of the children left behind? . . .  

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What kind of work do most female immigrants do when they move from poorer 
to richer countries?   

   2.    What are the advantages of working in another country for women immigrants?   

   3.    What are the negative aspects of the work in which female immigrants engage?   

   4.    What are the four main “flows” of immigrants from poorer to richer countries?   

   5.    What do the female immigrants and the women in wealthier societies have in 
common economically?   

   6.    The authors argue that immigration has actually made rich countries dependent 
on poor countries. On what do they base their assertion?       
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 Nowhere in the world do human affairs remain precisely constant from year to 
year. New ways of doing things mark the history of even the most stable groups. 
Change occurs when an Australian aboriginal dreams about a new myth and teaches 
it to the members of his band; when a loader in a restaurant kitchen invents a way to 
stack plates more quickly in the dishwasher; or when a New Guinea Big Man cites the 
traditional beliefs about ghosts to justify the existence of a new political office devised 
by a colonial government. Wherever people interpret their natural and social worlds 
in a new way, cultural change has occurred. Broad or narrow, leisurely or rapid, such 
change is part of life in every society. 

 Culture change can originate from two sources: innovation and borrowing. 
  Innovation  is the invention of qualitatively new forms. It involves the recombination 
of what people already know into something different. For example, Canadian Joseph-
Armand Bombardier became an innovator when he mated tracks, designed to propel 
earth-moving equipment, to a small bus that originally ran on tires, producing the first 
snowmobile in the 1950s. Later, the Skolt Lapps of Finland joined him as innovators 
when they adapted his now smaller, more refined snowmobile for herding reindeer in 
1961. The Lapp innovation was not the vehicle itself. That was borrowed. What was 
new was the use of the vehicle in herding, something usually done by men on skis. 

 Innovations are more likely to occur and to be adopted during stressful times 
when traditional culture no longer works well. Bombardier, for example, began work 
on his snowmobile after he was unable to reach medical help in time to save the life of 
his critically ill son during a Canadian winter storm. Frustrated by the slowness of his 
horse and sleigh, he set out to create a faster vehicle. 

 The other basis of culture change is  borrowing . Borrowing—or  diffusion , as it 
is sometimes called—refers to the adoption of something new from another group. 
Tobacco, for example, was first domesticated and grown in the New World but quickly 
diffused to Europe and Asia after 1492. Such items as the umbrella, pajamas, Arabic 
numerals, and perhaps even the technology to make steel came to Europe from India. 
Ideologies and religions may diffuse from one society to another. 

 An extreme diffusionist view has been used to explain most human achieve-
ments. For example, author Erich von Däniken argues that features of ancient New 
World civilizations were brought by space invaders. Englishman G. Elliot Smith 
claimed that Mayan and Aztec culture diffused from Egypt. Thor Heyerdahl sailed a 
reed boat, the  Ra II,  from Africa to South America to prove that an Egyptian cultural 
origin was possible for New World civilization. 

 Whether something is an innovation or borrowed, it must pass through a pro-
cess of  social acceptance  before it can become part of a culture. Indeed many, if 
not most, novel ideas and things remain unattractive and relegated to obscurity. To 
achieve social acceptance, an innovation must become known to the members of a 
society, must be accepted as valid, and must fit into a system of cultural knowledge 
revised to accept it. 

 Several principles facilitate social acceptance. If a change wins the support of a 
person in authority, it may gain the approval of others. Timing is also important. It 
would have made little sense for a Lapp to attempt the introduction of snowmobiles 
when there was no snow or when the men who do the reindeer herding were scattered 
over their vast grazing territory. Other factors also affect social acceptance. Changes 
have a greater chance of acceptance if they meet a felt need, if they appeal to people’s 
prestige (in societies where prestige is important), and if they provide some continuity 
with traditional customs. 
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 Change may take place under a variety of conditions, from the apparently dull 
day-to-day routine of a stable society to the frantic climate of a revolution. One situa-
tion that has occupied many anthropologists interested in change is  cultural contact , 
particularly situations of contact where one society politically dominates another. 
World history is replete with examples of such domination, which vary in outcome 
from annihilation—in the case of the Tasmanians and hundreds of tribes in North 
and South America, Africa, Asia, and even ancient Europe—to the political rule that 
indentured countless millions of people to colonial powers. 

 The process of change caused by these conditions is called  acculturation . 
 Acculturation results from cultural contact. Acculturative change may affect domi-
nant societies as well as subordinate ones. After their ascendance in India, for ex-
ample, the British came to wear  khaki  clothes, live in  bungalows,  and trek through 
 jungles —all Indian concepts. 

 But those who are subordinated experience the most far-reaching changes in 
their way of life. From politically independent, self-sufficient people, they usually be-
come subordinate and dependent. Sweeping changes in social structure and values 
may occur, along with a resulting social disorganization. 

 Although the age of colonial empires is largely over, the destruction of tribal cul-
ture continues at a rapid pace today. As we saw in Reed’s article in Part Three of 
this book, hundreds of thousands of Amazonian Indians have already perished in the 
last few years because of intrusive frontier and development programs. Following al-
most exactly the pattern of past colonial exploitation, modern governments bent on 
“progress” displace and often kill off indigenous tribal populations. The frequent fail-
ure of development, coupled with its damaging impact on native peoples, has caused 
many anthropologists to reassess their role. As a result, more and more anthropolo-
gists have become part of native resistance to outside intrusion. 

 A less dramatic, but in many ways no less important, agent of change is the 
world economy. No longer can most people live in self-sufficient isolation. Their fu-
ture is inevitably tied in with an overall system of market exchange. Take the Marshall 
Islanders described by anthropologist Michael Rynkiewich, for example. Although 
they cultivate to meet their own subsistence needs, they also raise coconuts for sale 
on the world market. Receipts from the coconut crop go to pay for outboard motors 
and gasoline, cooking utensils, and a variety of other goods they don’t manufacture 
themselves but have come to depend on. Several major American food companies 
have now eliminated coconut oil from their products because of its high level of satu-
rated fat. This loss has created lower demand for copra (dried coconut meat), from 
which the oil is pressed. Reduced demand, in turn, may cause substantial losses to the 
Marshall Islanders. A people who once could subsist independently have now become 
prisoners of the world economic system. 

 Anthropologists may themselves become agents of change, applying their work 
to practical problems.  Applied anthropology , as opposed to academic anthropol-
ogy, includes any use of anthropological knowledge to influence social interaction, 
to maintain or change social institutions, or to direct the course of cultural change. 
There are four basic uses of anthropology contained within the applied field: adjust-
ment anthropology, administrative anthropology, action anthropology, and advocate 
anthropology. 

  Adjustment anthropology  uses anthropological knowledge to make social in-
teraction more predictable among people who operate with different cultural codes. 
For example, take the anthropologists who consult with companies and government 
agencies about intercultural communication. It is often their job to train Americans 
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to interpret the cultural rules that govern interaction in another society. For a busi-
nessperson who will work in Latin America, the anthropologist may point out the ap-
propriate culturally defined speaking distances, ways to sit, definitions of time, topics 
of conversation, times for business talk, and so on. All of these activities would be 
classified as adjustment anthropology. 

  Administrative anthropology  uses anthropological knowledge for planned 
change by those who are external to the local cultural group. It is the use of anthro-
pological knowledge by a person with the power to make decisions. If an anthropolo-
gist provides knowledge to a mayor about the culture of constituents, he or she is 
engaged in administrative anthropology. So would advisers to chief administrators of 
U.S. trust territories such as once existed in places like the Marshall Islands. 

  Action anthropology  uses anthropological knowledge for planned change by 
the local cultural group. The anthropologist acts as a catalyst, providing information 
but avoiding decision making, which remains in the hands of the people affected by 
the decisions. 

  Advocate anthropology  uses anthropological knowledge by the anthropologist 
to increase the power of self-determination of a particular cultural group.  Instead of 
focusing on the process of innovation, the anthropologist centers attention on discov-
ering the sources of power and how a group can gain access to them. James Sprad-
ley took such action when he studied tramps in 1968. He discovered that police and 
courts systematically deprived tramps of their power to control their lives and of 
the rights accorded normal citizens. By releasing his findings to the Seattle newspa-
pers, he helped tramps gain additional power and weakened the control of Seattle 
authorities. 

 Whether they are doing administrative, advocate, adjustment, or action anthro-
pology, anthropologists take, at least in part, a qualitative approach. They do ethnog-
raphy, discover the cultural knowledge of their informants, and apply this information 
in the ways discussed previously. In contrast to the quantitative data so often prized 
by other social scientists, they use the insider’s viewpoint to discover problems, to ad-
vise, and to generate policy. 

 The articles in Part Ten illustrate several aspects of cultural change, especially 
those associated with applied anthropology. The first, by Hoyt Alverson, details his 
investigations of problems faced by Peace Corps volunteers assigned to Botswana. 
Attempting to understand Tswana behavior in terms of their American cultural back-
ground, Peace Corps volunteers endured misunderstandings over the perception of 
time and many other social customs. The second selection by medical anthropolo-
gist, Ron Barrett, describes the effect that stigmatization has on Indians afflicted by 
leprosy. Banished from their home and broader social lives, they delay treatment for 
this curable disease or actually encourage its progression by further mutilating its 
bodily effects to improve their success at begging. The third article by Rachael Stryker 
introduces the concept of public interest ethnography by describing her and her 
students’ ethnographic research on health care among women incarcerated in two 
California prisons. The study identified a list of health care problems including pov-
erty, red tape, and overcrowding, and concluded with a series of recommendations 
for policy change. The fourth article, by David McCurdy, discusses the modern uses 
of anthropology. From studies of General Motors workers to program assessment 
for people with AIDs to participation in government health projects to international 
counseling, professional anthropologists put their discipline to work. In his article, 
McCurdy looks at one way in which the ethnographic perspective can be put to work 
in a business setting. Finally, in the last article, John Omohundro tackles a question 
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often asked by students: “What do you do with an anthropology major?” Basing his 
answer on years of work with his institution’s career development office, he argues 
that anthropology teaches a number of skills that are useful in the world of work. The 
trick, he notes, is for students to translate these skills into résumé language that em-
ployers can understand. 

  Key Terms 

 acculturation p. 337 
 action anthropology p. 338 
 adjustment anthropology p. 337 
 administrative anthropology p. 338 
 advocate anthropology p. 338 
 applied anthropology p. 337 
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 cultural contact p. 337 
 diffusion p. 336 
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 social acceptance p. 336   
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  36   
 Advice for Developers: Peace 
Corps Problems in Botswana         
   Hoyt S. Alverson   

   Anthropologists are sometimes asked to consult about problems experienced by partici-
pants in government and nongovernmental programs aimed at helping people in developing 
countries. Such is the case reported in this article by Hoyt Alverson. Asked to review the 
program, he learned that Peace Corps volunteers had been trying to introduce development 
projects among rural Tswana farmers living in Botswana but had found work there dif-
ficult. Often unable to successfully teach skills to Tswana and feeling a cross-cultural dis-
comfort they could not understand, they tended to isolate themselves, hang out with other 
Americans or Europeans, and give up, failing to complete their two-year contracts. Frus-
trated, they often felt spiteful toward local people. Some experienced nervous breakdowns.    

Alverson, who had already completed fifteen months of fieldwork among the Tswana, 
discovered an answer to the problem. Volunteers, it was clear, tended to see Tswana behavior 
in their own, American, cultural terms. Using examples such as the meaning of time, the 
different nature of greetings, and the importance of social obligations, he illustrates the differ-
ence between the volunteers’ American cultural expectations and those of the local Tswana. 
His findings helped to inform later Peace Corps Training Programs and could still prove use-
ful today as U.S. military personal attempt to “nation build” in Iraq and Afghanistan.      *     

           

 *  Slightly abridged from “Peace Corps Volunteers in Rural Botswana,  Human Organization  1977, Vol. 36, No. 3, 
pp. 274–281. Copyright © 1977 by The Society for Applied Anthropology. Reproduced by permission of The Society 
for Applied Anthropology from Alverson, Hoyt S. 
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         Introduction 

 In 1974, I was engaged by the United States Peace Corps to assist it in developing a 
training program to help Peace Corps Volunteers (PCVs) adjust to, and effectively live 
within, the confines of Botswana, a newly developing African country. . . . The Tswana 
are a constituent of the congeries of southeastern Bantu-speaking peoples. They were, 
until one hundred years ago, a predominately agricultural people with a very impor-
tant ancillary tradition of animal (especially cattle) husbandry. Since 1867 they have 
been incorporated more and more into the vortex of colonial industrialism in south-
ern Africa, a process which continues apace today. 

 The Peace Corps has been in Botswana only a few years, but has quickly es-
tablished a conspicuous presence there through its relatively large numbers—about 
100 to 200 volunteers at any one time serve a country with a total population of less 
than 750,000. Also, PCVs usually work either in traditional villages or within small 
industrial, administrative, or commercial centers, where they form a highly visible 
constituency of daily community life. 

 Despite the commitment of time and resources to prepare the volunteers to cope 
with the exotic surroundings found in Botswana, it became apparent to the Peace 
Corps that many of the volunteers were not able to meet the three Peace Corps goals 
as effectively as they might. In particular, some were unable to purvey the skills which 
they were presumably there to offer. Failing to complete contracts; retreating to en-
claves of European settlement; not mixing, nor otherwise establishing rapport with 
the local people; failing to learn the local language; not understanding the setting of 
their job, and as a consequence, becoming spiteful of and bitter toward many individ-
uals with whom they had to work; untimely nervous breakdowns; these were among 
the symptoms of anxiety and stress shown by volunteers. 

 Part of my job was to work with the volunteers and secondarily with certain 
host-country nationals (Tswana) to discover whether there existed some fairly 
straightforward reasons for this state of affairs. Since at this time I had completed 
15 months of close participation in a very small and rather isolated Tswana village 
with my family, I had quite a reservoir of remembered anxieties, doubts, and blun-
ders (as well as successes) to draw upon in formulating hypotheses for beginning 
my work with the PCV. . . . 

 A volunteer coming to rural Botswana sees much social behavior around 
him. Most of this behavior appears to him familiar and meaningful. This is often 
the volunteer’s first serious error in interpretive understanding. He strives to sup-
ply the meanings for the behavior he sees by analogically interpolating from his 
own experience. Very often, he imputes the meanings that a given sequence of 
behaviors might have if it took place in his home culture and if it were engaged 
in by familiar types of associates. A trauma for many volunteers stems from the 
growing realization that the familiar behavior makes no sense, or the wrong sense. 
What appears to be familiar becomes a puzzlement. Faced with confusion, many 
volunteers are tempted to provide or express interpretations which often reflect 
their anguish rather than any serious effort to understand the Tswana. Such well-
known rationalizations as: “They’re just lazy,” “they have no confidence,” “they’re 
irrational,” “they don’t understand time,” etc., were frequently encountered. In 
short, the volunteers often fail to understand the social actions, signaled by the 
behavior they see. They were unable, during their two-year service, to refer the 
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behavior and performance of Tswana to motives, goals, or evaluations other than 
those already fixed in their consciousness.  

  The Peace Corps Volunteers’ Projects-of-Action 

 The following 10 points are a distillation from interviews I conducted with over fifty 
volunteers in Botswana, all of whom had had at least one year of experience there. 
Their motives and goals help us to understand the particular difficulties volunteers 
face in Botswana. Naturally the specific assignments and the specific setting of a par-
ticular job are also critically important. The job would be a part—but only a part—of 
any volunteer’s larger project. 

 (1)     Most volunteers see their work in terms of a sacrifice made to serve others. 
Each believes he has foregone something of the good life to render assistance to those 
less fortunate.  

 (2)    The “less fortunate” designation is important for the second element in the 
typical volunteer’s project: the volunteer ascribes to himself the status of expert pur-
veying skills among the less knowledgeable.  

 (3)    A central belief of most volunteers is that knowledge is an entitlement to 
respect and authority.  

 (4)    Most volunteers believe that their knowledge and skills have proven and ab-
solute validity. Hence, there is a right and a wrong—or at least a “best”—way to build 
a dam, teach English, manage range land, keep books, etc., and the volunteer knows 
that way.  

 (5)    The volunteer defines his project as one where help has been solicited. “They 
have asked me to come; I didn’t force anything on anyone.” The Tswana are suppli-
cants, and the volunteer is a “help-mate” of the Tswana.  

 (6)    Rational behavior (that is, that kind of behavior the volunteer sees himself 
in Botswana to engage in) is coterminous with Western behavior. The arbiter of ra-
tionality in this domain is Western knowledge. The proof for the volunteer lies in the 
palpable demonstration of success of that knowledge as it has been applied in the 
West.  

 (7)    Most volunteers’ projects take place in contexts where they presume Western 
norms or rules of performance are in force. The volunteer expects to impart Western 
ideas to host-country nationals.  

 (8)    For most volunteers the status of expert is sufficient entitlement to pur-
vey skills or technical assistance. The issue of power, however, is problematic. 
Volunteers are quite ambivalent about influencing host-country nationals in situ-
ations where overt resistance is offered. Many volunteers define themselves either 
as lacking power or as lacking desire to use power to coerce performance on the 
part of Tswana associates. This self-ascribed lack of power is often used by vol-
unteers as a criterion for distinguishing or distancing themselves from the role of 
neocolonialist.  

 (9)    The volunteer defines himself, and to a lesser extent the Peace Corps, as 
engaged in a “human mission.” “The Peace Corps is a people organization.” Doing 
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good directly for the ultimate intended beneficiaries is a premise held by volunteers 
as a goal of their actions. Related to this is the volunteer’s belief that he should 
want to work closely with host-country nationals and otherwise get to know them 
intimately.  

 (10)    Peace Corps service is a personal quest for new experience motivated by a 
diffusely defined but explicitly claimed idealism. Most volunteers tacitly assume, as a 
consequence of this, that one cannot know the meaning of being a volunteer unless 
one has been a volunteer. Outsider interpretations of volunteers’ experiences are thus 
impossible.   

 In the remainder of this paper I illustrate the points made above by reference 
to two domains of conflict which affect almost all Peace Corps volunteers. The first 
concerns the consciousness of time and the second the “presentation of face” in daily 
interaction. . . .  

  The Consciousness of Time 

 The objective conceptualization and the subjective meaning of time in Tswana and 
Western cultures, respectively, are difficult to compare, since much of anyone’s knowl-
edge of time is largely unconscious. . . . Time for the volunteers, as for most of us, is 
conceived as an autonomous, abstract dimension of lived experience. Time is unre-
lated to particular events; it is an aspect of all events. Time is unidimensional, and 
it is linear—witness the equation we all learned in elementary school relating time, 
distance, and velocity in a linear equation. 

 For the rural Tswana, time has no such phenomenal constitution. Time is coex-
tensive with events. There is very little unfilled time—time which is extrapolated into 
the future or past, beyond the points where events are said to exist. Time as duration, 
as occasion, and as location in a process is defined by events. Thus, the day is defined 
in terms of the union of daylight and darkness, the rising of women, goats leaving the 
kraal, men arising, milking, taking morning food, etc. . . . Months, years, generations, 
and lifespans are events that define time; they are not durations defined by time. In 
turn, they can be partitioned by still other events: birth, puberty, childbearing, mar-
riage, work, old age, the time of locusts, the reign of King Sechele, etc. 

 Even the “time for something to take place” is not reckoned in terms of an au-
tonomous continuum, a set of external markers of inner duration. Thus, if a party is 
to begin at mid-day, this injunction constitutes simply a guide to action for the invited 
guests. The occasion for beginning the party in question is when the actions of the as-
sembling people create the necessary and sufficient conditions for the party, namely, 
when they begin to act in a manner called “partying.” There is no convenient way in 
Setswana (the language of the Tswana) even to express the notion that the party (or 
anything else) is late, early, or on time vis-a-vis a pure time concept. Nothing can be 
late, because the event is its own time. 

 Imagine how action predicated on such a view of time would distress volunteers 
who must organize Tswana labor. Most Tswana will acquiesce to requests for perform-
ance defined in terms of clock-time. But the acquiescence often does not entail under-
standing, especially of the importance of the time component of the performance. For 
example, if a volunteer requests that a Tswana come see him tomorrow morning at 
nine to discuss the selection of animals for sale to the abattoir, it could easily happen 
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that the Tswana does not show up until the afternoon or the next day. In such an epi-
sode the Tswana is fulfilling the major part of his promise to discuss selection of ani-
mals for sale.  When  one discusses such a matter is not that pressing since the abattoir 
works year-round, and it makes little difference to the Tswana, and none to the cattle, 
when the conveyance is executed. The volunteer, of course, becomes livid. He sees 
time as something one can lose; something which has definite costs associated with it. 

 The volunteer may see the Tswana perception of time as an indication of indif-
ference, lack of respect for one’s word, or even as laziness. The Tswana, for his part, 
considers the volunteer to be compulsive about trivial details. For the Tswana, ap-
pearing on the morrow at nine was as incidental to his promise as the surmise that 
he would come wearing clothes, or come sober. The important thing is to discuss the 
business, which could be done in the afternoon just as well. 

 Implicit in these notions is the Tswana conception that time cannot be scarce. 
If time is made up of events, the only scarcity that could exist would result from con-
flicts in events. This is most unusual in the daily round of life in a Tswana village. 
Hence, the Western notion of an “opportunity cost” associated with the use of time is 
anomalous for the Tswana. There are not enough events, nor are they distributed in 
such a way, that one must give up doing one thing to do another because one lacks 
time. For example, if a volunteer gives instructions to a group of workers concerning a 
chore they must do, the salient feature of this episode for the Tswana is to discuss the 
details of the assignment, its implications, its significance, its ramification. This may 
take half-an-hour. The volunteer is dumbfounded that people would “stand around 
bullshitting” about their work while “time is being lost.” The Tswana will do the job; 
but, if it is not completed that day, tomorrow is still another day, and the world will 
still be here in exactly the same shape it is now.  

  The Presentation of Face 

  Greeting and “Taking the News” 

 In a face-to-face group, modes of direct interaction are continuous and crucial fea-
tures of one’s world. The manipulation or presentation of “face” is a matter of im-
portance. What we might call violations of the rules of etiquette or decorum can, in 
Tswana communities, be attacks on the bases of social solidarity. Greetings and ex-
changing or “taking of news” are celebrations of social solidarity and communal life. 
These social acts have value that can in no sense be adequately described in terms of 
the western notion of being polite. For example, one does not report simply the  new  
or  recent  as news, since everything is news, whether it is new or heard a hundred 
times before. Greeting and newstaking in Botswana is a surface manifestation of  re-
flection in a collective mode— the symbolic, evaluative reconstitution of events. 

 For the Peace Corps volunteer, saying hello is either a perfunctory, involuntary 
habit or an optional act of courtesy. For the Tswana, not to be greeted and solicitously 
inquired of is a sign of grievous ill feeling or great depression on the part of the Other. 
Being perfunctory or always in a hurry is a sign of many possible problems in the 
Other, ranging from being angry to being bewitched. Volunteers see this lengthy greet-
ing and newstaking as a sign of lack of constructive things to do, as laziness, or as a 
lack of belief in hard work. “Development will never occur,” say many PCVs, “until the 
Tswana learn to quit loafing.” In Botswana one does not enter an office without greet-
ing and talking with everyone. Indeed, it is considered impolite and crass to get right 
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down to business. Volunteers injected into this situation perceive this as a waste of 
work-time and an impediment to productivity. 

 In a Tswana community, the sum of greetings and taking-of-the-news during the 
day is a functional analogy to our reading of the daily paper. It is an aspect of be-
ing informed—knowing what is going on. To report one’s plans, visits by strangers, 
deaths, illnesses, and so forth is crucial to the patterned life of a village. Often it is 
when one greets someone for the first time during the day that this news is best com-
municated. Opinion—editorial opinion—can often be obtained on the spot and from 
this, guides to action can be immediately formulated. 

 This function of newstaking escapes the volunteer’s attention. He sees the mean-
ing of “standing around and talking” in terms of our curbside or over-the-back-fence 
chatter, which he “knows” is not necessary—even a waste of time.  

  Marking Status in Language Use 

 In our society, especially in the past three or four decades, we have adopted a preten-
sion of classlessness, which has resulted in a general atrophy of linguistic markers of 
political and social class. (There are exceptions to this in the patois of certain ethnic 
groups.) In the United States, generally, face-to-face interaction is characterized by a 
strain toward the appearance of instant intimacy, camaraderie, superficial amicabil-
ity; the art of ingratiation is most important in our society. An accompaniment to 
this is a general use of casual language, and gestures in impression management and 
expression of emotional tone. In Setswana the contrary prevails. Statuses are clearly 
marked: male-female, young-old, kinsman-stranger, royalty-commoner. These social 
antinomies have precise linguistic correlates which carry prescriptions for speech 
acts in face-to-face contact. 

 The Peace Corps volunteer typically sees the social encounters before him 
among Botswana as a kaleidoscopic flux, an unordered round of prattle. Language, 
especially a second language, for the volunteer just floats around the head waiting 
to be used by the speaker. The fact that context should dictate what is to be said and 
how (especially where context is defined by such abstract notions as “social status”) 
is seen as stuffy, needless formalism—a carryover from British rule. 

 The reputation of the loud, pushy, back-slapping, “ugly American” is sufficient 
imagery for comprehension of some of the dilemmas volunteers can get into as a re-
sult of their informal speech etiquette in face-to-face relations. Many volunteers strive 
to become friends with Tswana, only to find their jovial and solicitous approach re-
jected. The prestige inherent in age, for example, is not readily comprehended by 
many young volunteers who are reared on a steady diet of American veneration of 
youth and the corollary contempt for age and indifference to the conditions of the 
elderly. The Tswana values regarding age and other ascribed statuses are coded in the 
language.  

  Sincerity and Authenticity 

 Even more difficult to understand than speech etiquette is the customary violation of 
Western canons of sincerity in Tswana face-to-face relations. Most Americans place 
a high value on “telling the truth,” “being sincere,” “saying what’s on one’s mind.” 
Even more important it the value of authenticity. We should not simply be sincere, 
we should attempt to be outwardly what we inwardly genuinely are. The Tswana are 
quite different. In their society candor has little value; face-to-face relations must be 



346 P A R T  T E N   Culture Change and Applied Anthropology

smooth, pleasant, and unharried. Candor which entails rudeness, abrasiveness, or 
even open deviance cannot be condoned simply by appeals to being honest or telling 
the truth. Sociability takes precedence over sincerity. (Of course, Americans lie, and 
Tswana can be brutally candid; I speak here of normative behavior.) How, then, does 
this affect the volunteer? 

 When a Tswana makes a request, the most important thing that he can do to 
make that request plausible and genuine is to have a “good excuse” for making it. 
To have a good excuse does not imply that the excuse must be the truth. Indeed, on 
many occasions, it may be necessary to falsify one’s statement to come up with a good 
excuse. While the American may be temporarily assuaged by an excuse, he will, of 
course, be very upset if he finds out that the excuse was a lie. 

 Many of the PCVs experience situations where they are confronted with excuses 
or rationales given by Tswana to elicit or justify some act. Many of these turn out to be 
falsehoods if interpreted by American criteria (and they are lies even by Tswana cri-
teria). But the value of telling the truth in many situations is subordinate to the value 
of presenting a reasonable justification. A PCV, for example, may be the employer of 
a Tswana who will tell a story to justify his request for a day off. He may explain that 
a relative is sick, or that his cow has wandered off, or that his religious community 
requires such-and-such conduct. The volunteer may find out later that this is not true. 
Upon confronting the Tswana with this, the Tswana’s reaction is frequently to fabri-
cate yet another story in an attempt to convince the volunteer that the first falsehood 
was the truth or that he had misunderstood the content of the first excuse. Upon find-
ing out both falsehoods, many PCVs will demand the Tswana admit his errors and 
apologize. But the mark of personal strength for the Tswana is not to confess to hav-
ing done wrong; a Tswana must remain stoically silent even in the face of conclusive 
evidence of culpability, while in American society we believe that to confess error and 
repent has high value and reflects real strength of character. 

 Here is another example. A Tswana approaches a volunteer and asks him to in-
terrupt his day to drive him into town. The car after all is idle, making the volun-
teer seem idle as well. The volunteer’s immediate response is, “That’s an unreasonable 
request. The car costs a lot of money to run; petrol is very expensive; and besides, 
I’m very busy reading.” The Tswana is very upset, accusing the PCV of rudeness. Per-
plexed, the PCV says, “Look, I’m just telling the truth; these are my feelings.” The 
Tswana is insulted. He would have been much happier to hear a lie—that the car was 
broken; that the only money available for petrol must be used to buy food for the 
week. The value of smooth, polite face-to-face dealings exceeds the value of sincerity 
in the conduct of personal transactions.  

  Space and Privacy 

 The converse of presentation of face is the absenting of face. Most Americans like 
their privacy. We celebrate this in word, song, and in architecture. To that end, we 
bound regions with building space, with walls; we designate areas for escape from 
public view. Lacking architecturally bounded regions for privacy, volunteers in Bot-
swana often feel like going out in a field to sit and reflect in solitude. To most Tswana 
this kind of behavior—wanting to be left alone—is considered peculiar, and, at times, 
indicative of mental problems. As one Tswana once told me: “Children seeing a person 
sitting alone in a field would become frightened and run away for fear that person is 
bewitched.” The volunteer who craves privacy and obtains it may soon be greeted by 
a delegation of Tswana concerned about his behavior or state of mind. The  meaning 
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of such a simple act as being alone is sufficiently different in the worlds of the Tswana 
and the volunteer that the misunderstandings that flow from this difference can cre-
ate serious frustration for all concerned. 

 There are few situations in Tswana life where solitude is either sought or pre-
scribed. Where it is, it reflects usually serious personal problems or crises. The normal 
escape from troubles and the normal mode of reflection is in patterned interaction in 
a face-to-face group. The lack of opportunity for escapes was a problem many PCVs 
expressed to me in a very emotional, unequivocal fashion. 

 Another instance where this lack of escape regions becomes a problem for vol-
unteers is in the task of entering and settling in a village. On such an occasion the 
Tswana will desire to begin a continual round of calling on and visiting the new ar-
rival. The volunteer, for his part, usually wants to engage himself in village life on his 
own terms. This means slowly, a little bit every day. The new language, the strange 
surroundings, and personal insecurity make the sampling of village life something 
like getting used to very cold water. The Tswana want the volunteer to inundate him-
self with a round of socializing the very first thing. Another instance of this problem 
can be found when the volunteer wants to be left alone when he is sick and doesn’t 
feel well. He will then find the community coming to sit and talk with him, when all 
he wants is peace and quiet. If the PCV spurns any of these visits, it creates puzzle-
ment and antagonism on the part of the Tswana. 

 The idea of being alone as an intrinsically pleasant experience is foreign to the 
Tswana. For the Tswana, privacy means a time for “secrets.” For the American, it is 
prophylaxis, a salubrious and reflective mode of being.  

  Oral Contracts in Speech Acts 

 For the Tswana, obligations of status generally exceed those of contract. For the 
Westerner, this is seldom the case. Thus, I can incur a debt to a stranger, which ob-
ligates me despite negative consequences for my health, my family, or my duties as 
a professional. In particular, the obligations of ascribed status among the Tswana 
have many prescriptions and proscriptions on individual conduct which follow one 
throughout life. These status obligations can be in conflict with contractual agree-
ments the Tswana makes, as for example, when he sells his labor. They can lead 
a Tswana to behave in ways that puzzle or disturb volunteers. Among the Tswana 
what we call demographic markers (age, sex, and kinship status) have detailed and 
extensive legal elaborations: rights, duties, powers, liabilities, and so forth. In the 
West these markers have few or no legal elaborations. Volunteers are often puzzled 
when they find that obligations based on these statuses take precedence over the 
obligations incurred in wage labor. For the volunteers such wage labor is a central 
responsibility in life. Yet for the Tswana it is but one of many competing burdens 
with which he must deal. 

 A seeming exception to this notion of status taking precedence over contract lies 
in the domain of oral agreements or oral contracts, found very commonly in Tswana 
society. The Peace Corps volunteer, like most of us, sees casual conversation as a cir-
cumscribed domain—a “language game” apart from other domains. Statements we 
make in our casual conversations which appear serious, freighted with careful intent, 
are often no more than “passing the time,” “bullshitting,” “making time,” or “doing a 
snow job.” None of these intentions is directly inferable from the semantic content of 
the utterances alone. Such is not the case for the Tswana. For example, the seman-
tic content which designates a  promissory  mode has a binding effect on the speaker. 
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Even the mode of possibility in Setswana as reflected in our words “may,” “might,” or 
“will,” contain in certain uses presuppositions of constraint or binding effect on the 
speaker. When we say in English: “Yeah, we’ll have to get together some time,” this 
will be semantically interpreted by a Tswana as expressing a desire or necessity for 
“getting together.” But in the American context we all know this to be an idle promise, 
a statement made merely to break off a conversation. 

 Volunteers share the common American trait of being “giants of the future” in 
their conversations, especially when they are trying to make an impression. Unfortu-
nately, the typical Tswana gives the volunteer’s pseudopromissory speech acts close 
semantic interpretations. One result of this can be accusations by the Tswana that the 
volunteer doesn’t keep his promises or that he is unreliable. The volunteer, of course, 
does not believe he has made any promises. All he has done is to engage in a little idle 
flattery and ingratiation, which, quite unintentionally, the Tswana have interpreted as 
promises or serious intentions.  

  The Risks of Intimacy 

 Because trust is a dimension of friendship for Americans, they feel free to reveal mis-
takes, indiscretions, or blunders without risking status loss. A friend remains a friend 
despite the disapproval one might suffer if one’s failings became widely known. Amer-
icans even engage with friends in rounds of mutual confession and self-incrimination. 
Mutual confessions bind together individuals by providing each with evidence of the 
weakness of the other—potential weapons should confidences be broken or misused. 
This mutuality reinforces the trust of friendship. 

 Friendship does not have these qualities for the Tswana. Friendship is com-
panionship, but trust is something one expects only from certain kinsmen. For the 
Tswana, even true friends are subordinate to kinsfolk as trustees of one’s secrets and 
confessions. The Tswana see friendship as a fair-weather transaction. Few Tswana 
would ever think of weakening their front by confessing to a friend; and a person 
who by chance or espionage became aware of the misdeeds of another—those of even 
a friend—would have access to a powerful weapon, which could and might be put 
to work in the always open arena of gossip or sorcery for one’s benefit or another’s 
detriment. 

 Americans often undertake to initiate ingratiation by offering confessions of 
weakness, embarrassment, or other trouble. The expectation is generally that such a 
votive offering of potential weakness will solicit or elicit sympathy or forgiveness fol-
lowed by an equivalent confession of weakness on the part of the other. This kind of 
behavior is unheard of for the Tswana. One keeps one’s weaknesses to oneself where 
they will do the least damage. Nothing is worse than having one’s problems form part 
of the humiliating round of gossip and backbiting that forms an endemic part of vil-
lage life. 

 Trust for Americans often implies confidentiality. The ease with which Ameri-
cans reveal something on the strength only of a parole agreement of confidence does 
not serve the American well in Botswana. One’s reputation for good or ill is quickly 
augmented by ill-conceived conversations with Tswana friends. More importantly, the 
volunteer finds that statements he makes begin to affect the quality of his relations 
with Tswana whom he had defined as friends, and hence whom he expected would 
remain true despite his disclosures or requests. A little reflection on how crucial con-
fidentiality is in the running of our daily lives gives adequate base for imagining the 
difficulties created for volunteers by their attempts to operate in a Tswana village as 
they would at home. 
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 Friendship for most volunteers also implies honesty. To be lied to by a friend is 
a crushing experience for many Americans. Unfortunately the volunteer will find that 
people he defines as Tswana friends can tell him lies. Nor will they necessarily appear 
contrite if found out. These and other discrepancies in values create numerous prob-
lems for the many volunteers, who generally expect to find friendship in Botswana 
like the friendships they have known in the United States.  

  Hospitality and Sociability 

 In Tswana communal life hospitality and sociability are premier values. The good life 
is filled with visiting neighbors, entertaining and hosting visitors in the courtyard, 
giving and receiving gifts of all kinds in an extended network of reciprocities. Involve-
ment in a community means participation in a wide range of obligatory exchanges, 
including those of giving and receiving hospitality. As I indicated above, there are 
many important reasons for visiting—like taking the news. The aesthetic satisfaction 
of effortless and leisurely interaction with one’s neighbors is also a very important 
reason for face-to-face engagement. The pleasures, as well as the social importance of 
extensive, easygoing interaction, make this an activity which one consciously makes 
time for, plans for, and sets aside resources to facilitate. The Western phrase “work 
before play” does not even exist in the lexicon of Setswana. 

 Time can always be found for work. Such a notion strikes many eager volunteers 
as vindication of their suspicion that the Tswana know little about hard work. Play 
and leisure for many volunteers is suspect if it intrudes into work time. Mixing work 
and play has been proscribed since kindergarten (witness  The Three Little Pigs).  Fur-
ther, many Americans are self-consciously “private people,” not “groupie types.” These 
facts can combine to produce disastrous personal experiences for some volunteers, 
and less awesome problems for others. 

 In Botswana one does not turn away a caller. A volunteer, as member of the com-
munity, is expected to reciprocate visits. He is expected to drop his work and attend 
to visiting. When he walks by a neighboring kraal, he is expected to detour from his 
path, to sit down, and drink beer. It can be a most frustrating experience for a lone 
volunteer trying to engage himself in reciprocal relations with all of the curious, hos-
pitable people of the village. As stranger, he will be visited, called upon, and presented 
with gifts. He is expected to reciprocate; yet, one volunteer can hardly do what he de-
fines as his work and attend to the expectations of literally hundreds of Tswana. As he 
sees work falling behind schedule, coupled with no abatement in the pace of hospital-
ity and sociability, he forms views like: “These people are made for the banana and the 
sun. Until they learn hard work, they’ll never get anywhere.” 

 For the volunteer who is a loner—and most loners I interviewed were very con-
scious of this need in their lives—life in a Tswana village can be a nightmare. Trying 
to avoid people creates suspicion, ill-will, or, at least, a lack of readiness to cooperate. 
The few volunteers who learned to take it easy and to embrace the continual round 
of drinking and sociability usually found this to be a resource rather than an impedi-
ment to the completion of their assignments. But the logic of this step remained coun-
terintuitive for the majority of volunteers.   

  Conclusions 

 In my interviews with more than fifty former and experienced current volunteers 
working in Botswana, I found that the majority had or were experiencing anxiety or 
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puzzlement as a result of conflicts of values. Generally, the meanings the PCVs in-
vested in the behavior they saw were based on simple, analogic reasoning: “X behav-
ior would have such-and-such meaning to me if I were doing it, or if it were occurring 
in my culture, hence this must be its meaning for the Tswana.” My investigations 
showed that neither physical deprivations nor exotic forms of behavior per se were 
seen by volunteers as irritations. Rather it was familiar behavior which had problem-
atic meaning that most upset or puzzled the majority of PCVs.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What problems emerged as Peace Corps volunteers tried to work with rural 
Tswana in Botswana according to Hoyt Alverson?   

   2.    What are the ten ways Alverson lists that volunteers see themselves and their 
role as Peace Corpsmen?   

   3.    What is the difference between the way the Tswana and U.S. volunteers cultur-
ally conceive of time? What problems does this cause?   

   4.    Why do Tswana sometimes lie to each other and to Peace Corps volunteers? How 
do volunteers respond to such lies?   

   5.    Why is the American value on privacy a problem for Tswana? How do they re-
spond when volunteers isolate themselves?   

   6.    How do American volunteers make friends and why is this a problem for interac-
tion with rural Tswana?      
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  37  
 Medical Anthropology: 
Leprosy on the Ganges         
    Ron Barrett    

   As defined by Ron Barrett in this article, medical anthropology is any branch of anthropol-
ogy that is applied to health, sickness, or healing. Using fieldwork among lepers in Banaras 
(Varanasi) as an example, he shows that the course of the biological disease is affected by 
its social stigma. Leprosy is only a mildly contagious disease. It does not rot a person’s ex-
tremities as is widely perceived; instead it numbs them so that they are easily injured and 
eventually eroded by infection. Leprosy can be cured by a three- to six-month course of a 
three-drug combination. In India, and in many other parts of the world, leprosy is strongly 
stigmatized. Once diagnosed, people with the disease are usually permanently cast out of 
their families and broader social worlds. Without resources, they may end up in a leper col-
ony (ashram in India) or on the streets as beggars for the rest of their lives. Stigmatization 
affects the actual course of the disease and its potential for medical treatment. Sufferers 
may initially hide the onset of the disease when it first appears, delaying treatment. Worse, 
without resources, lepers are often forced to beg, in which case they may avoid treatment 
altogether and mutilate their lesions to increase their income. Barrett concludes that the ho-
listic approach of medical anthropology, both the clinical and the social, is essential to the 
understanding and prevention of socially discredited diseases.      *     

           

 *  This article was written especially for  Conformity and Conflict.  Copyright © 2012 by Ron Barrett. Reprinted by 
 permission of the author. 
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      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        One of the major strengths of anthropology is that it allows us to recognize our 
myths and misunderstandings about different people. Such was the case for my mis-
understandings about people with Hansen’s disease (HD), better known as leprosy. 
Despite my earlier training as a registered nurse, I had little medical knowledge of 
this disease beyond what I had learned from movies and the so-called leper jokes 
that circulate in my surrounding culture. I therefore held the popular beliefs that 
leprosy was a highly contagious disease, that it was incurable, and that it caused 
people’s body parts to “rot off.” 

 Then I went to India, where I first encountered people with leprosy and soon 
learned that most of my beliefs about this disease were false. Leprosy is among the 
least contagious of human bacterial infections. It can usually be cured with antibiot-
ics. And contrary to popular representations, it does not cause body parts to rot. I 
was surprised by these revelations, and as an anthropologist, I wanted to know more 
about the social stigma of leprosy such that so many people—myself included—could 
have been so wrong about this infamous infection. 

 This article is based on a twenty-two-month ethnographic study I conducted on 
the social stigma of leprosy in the northern Indian city of Banaras. It introduces an 
important distinction in medical anthropology between the biology of disease and 
the illness of human suffering. In this part of India, the disease and illness of leprosy 
could not be more different. Among the seventy-eight people I knew who had been 
cured of this infection, all them continued to be treated as untouchables by their sur-
rounding communities. Although the social stigma of leprosy persisted long after the 
infection, the two were also interrelated. As we will see from the case studies below, 
the social stigma of leprosy can perpetuate the transmission of infection, and it can 
make the physical course of the disease much worse. The same can be said for other 
kinds of stigmatized infections, such as HIV/AIDS. 

  Medical Anthropology and the Myths of Leprosy 

 This study falls in the category of medical anthropology, which can be defined as any 
branch of anthropology applied to health, sickness, or healing. There are many top-
ics and approaches in this subfield. Some medical anthropologists investigate health 
beliefs and practices in different societies. Others study traditional healing systems, 
sometimes referred to as “complementary and alternative medicine”; they may even 
study biomedicine as a cultural system. From an ethnographic perspective, medical 
anthropologists examine the meanings of health and healing in different cultures. 
From a critical perspective, they examine the effects of social and economic inequali-
ties on human health. And from a biological perspective, they may study the rela-
tionships among human variation, human environments, and human diseases. The 
archaeologists among us may be interested in any of these topics and approaches in 
ancient populations. 

 This study takes a biocultural approach to medical anthropology because it re-
lates the clinical and epidemiological aspects of leprosy with the social and cultural 
aspects of discrimination against people with this disease. Here, medical anthropol-
ogy provides us with a useful distinction between disease and illness. We can define 
disease as the clinical or biological aspects of a medical condition, and illness as the 
personal experience of that condition, often framed in terms of human suffering. This 
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distinction is especially useful for studying human infections, for although there are 
ten times as many bacterial cells as human cells in our bodies, we only consider them 
to be diseases when they interfere with the quality of our lives. For people with lep-
rosy in this part of India, there is both a contrast and a connection between the dis-
ease aspects of bacterial infection and the illness experience of social discrimination. 

 From a disease perspective, leprosy is caused by a bacterium,  Mycobacterium 
leprae,  which is closely related to the bacterium that causes tuberculosis (TB). But 
while TB is highly contagious, leprosy is not. It is estimated that  M .  leprae,  produces 
symptoms in less than 10 percent of the human population, and only then after pro-
longed exposure and a five-year incubation period. Although evidence suggests a he-
reditary component to this susceptibility, in most cases spouses and children of those 
infected never contract the disease.  M. leprae  fares even worse outside its human 
hosts. Indeed, it grows so poorly under most conditions, natural or artificial, that its 
exact mode of transmission has yet to be proven. 

 In contrast to the bacterium, the social stigma of leprosy in India is highly con-
tagious. Even when there is little risk of infection, friends and relatives of people with 
leprosy risk severe social and economic losses for their affiliations. Consequently, 
many Indian families would rather banish their diagnosed relatives to a distant town 
or city than risk discrimination against the entire household. With very poor chances 
of employment and little, if any, support from home, these exiles have few options for 
survival. Typically, they must find subsidized living in an isolated colony or else live 
on the streets and beg in areas frequented by tourists and pilgrims. Both of these sub-
sistence modes contribute, in turn, to the stereotypes from which their discrimination 
originated. 

 Leprosy infection is usually curable. Treatment involves a combination of three 
antibiotics, commonly referred to as multidrug therapy (MDT). In most cases, this 
regimen can render a patient noninfectious in thirty days, and cured in six to nine 
months. Yet, for many people in India, the social stigma of leprosy can last a lifetime, 
regardless of whether they have been biomedically cured of the disease. I followed 
seventy-two such cases in three groups over periods ranging from two to four years. 
Although a few were able to reduce their untouchability in urban public spaces, no 
one had gone so far as to permanently reunite with their original households during 
that time. 

 Some of the most prevalent myths about leprosy concern its association with 
physical deformities. Contrary to many popular beliefs, leprosy does not cause limbs 
to rot off. Although a small percentage of cases experience internal loss of cartilage 
and bone at the face and digits, the vast majority of physical deformities result from 
accumulated trauma. Typically, the selective infection of peripheral nerves results in 
limb anesthesia, diminishing people’s ability to rely on touch and pain to prevent inju-
ries to their hands and feet and to make the constant micro-adjustments necessary to 
prevent pressure ulcers. The resultant injuries and ulcers accumulate, and along with 
secondary infections, lead to progressive amputations not unlike those found among 
people with diabetes. 

 Even in cases of permanent nerve damage, physical deformities and disabilities 
can be prevented through basic measures such as custom footwear and training in in-
jury prevention. But that which is basic is not always easy. Because of the ever-present 
threat of injury to anesthetic limbs, people with HD neuropathies must be hyperaware 
of their bodies in relation to their surrounding environments. Without constant visual 
inspection of an affected hand, a cigarette or hot stove could result in a third-degree 
burn in less than a minute. More insidiously, without regular attention to footwear, 
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or scheduled readjustments while sleeping, a pressure ulcer could work its way to the 
bone in a manner of weeks. Although straightforward, such preventive measures are 
challenging to maintain under the best of conditions. They become formidable under 
the conditions of extreme poverty and demoralization that is common among people 
who are publicly branded as “lepers” in India.  

  Banaras: The Ethnographic Setting 

 If you have seen pictures of Indian people bathing and praying along stone steps lead-
ing to the Ganges River, you were probably looking at a scene from the holy city of 
Banaras (a.k.a. Varanasi, or Kashi). One of the oldest continuously inhabited cities in 
the world, Banaras is also the largest center of religious pilgrimage in India, revered 
by Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists, and Jains, who come by the millions to visit its myr-
iad temples and shrines and bathe along a three-mile stretch  of ghats  (steps) leading 
to the Holy Ganga (Ganges) river. 

 There are several reasons I chose Banaras for this study. Two of these reasons 
were linked to its status as a sacred city. First, like the river itself, the holiness of 
Banaras is closely linked to its capacity for absorbing the ritual pollution and sins of 
any and all who visit and live there. Indeed, one might say that ritual purification is 
the city’s primary industry. I therefore expected to see a lot of people with leprosy and 
other stigmatized diseases in search of purification. I was also curious whether they 
were somehow able to purify themselves in the eyes of people around them. Unfortu-
nately, I saw little evidence of this in the course of my research. 

 My second reason was a practical one. As a major religious center, Banaras 
sees more than a million pilgrims a year, most of whom bring a steady flow of alms 
and donations. These pilgrims come by the thousands each morning to bathe in the 
 Ganges, making sure to drop small coins and handfuls of rice into outstretched hands 
and waiting bowls in order to cast off a bit of their sins along the way. Consequently, 
Banaras is a major destination for indigent and socially discredited populations, peo-
ple with leprosy among them. 

 Part of my research focused on the lives and histories of two leprosy-diagnosed 
communities in the greater Banaras area: the long-term residents of a leprosy treat-
ment facility within an isolated religious retreat, or ashram; and an indigent squatter 
community beside the river. These two communities represented only a small subset 
of the nearly half million registered cases in India at the time of my research, many 
of whom would not have been discredited because they were treated without ever be-
ing publicly identified. Yet these marginalized groups are especially relevant in that 
they have come to characterize the most common stereotypes of people with leprosy 
whom everyone seeks to avoid: the colony resident and the street-dwelling beggar. 
The following case studies illustrate the lives of people in these communities, and the 
ways that the prejudice against a disease can become a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

  Sita: A Case of Discrimination and Denial 

 Sita was an energetic and outspoken woman in her early forties who belonged to a 
community of goldsmiths in a small town about seventy kilometers from Banaras. 
She was illiterate beyond the ability to sign her own name and cynically laughed at 
the slim chance that she or any other woman from her community would have a 
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 formal education. She had been living at an ashram-based leprosy colony for twenty-
two years and repeatedly spoke about the loneliness she felt from the years of separa-
tion from her family. 

 Sita was fourteen when she first noticed a gray patch on her upper arm. This 
caused great concern in her family, because any skin blemishes or spots would have 
adversely affected her chances for marriage. Although she could still conceal the patch 
beneath her sari, there was no telling whether the condition would spread. The sen-
ior males of Sita’s family decided to send her to a doctor of “English medicine,” who 
diagnosed leprosy and prescribed a course of antibiotics. She was then sequestered at 
home while the family hastily arranged her marriage. Her condition kept secret, Sita 
was married within a month and ceased taking any medications lest it be discovered. 

 Sita’s condition remained unchanged until the birth of her first child, a daughter, 
four years later. Shortly thereafter, she began having numbness along her left arm and 
leg and contractions in her toes. Her condition no longer concealable, Sita feigned sur-
prise when she was diagnosed a second time. To avoid being recognized at a regional 
leprosy clinic, her in-laws accompanied her on long trips for treatment in the adjacent 
state of Bihar. Sita’s daughter died of undisclosed causes at six months of age, and her 
husband died the following year. With no male children, and no one to advocate for 
her within the family, Sita’s already marginal status declined even further. With strong 
pressure from her mother-in-law, Sita took up residence at the ashram. To this date, 
both her families publicly maintain that she is living the pious life of a widow in an 
ashram somewhere in Banaras. 

 Sita’s story illustrates the tragic consequences of denial and concealment in the 
progression and spread of a discredited disease. Given the social consequences, it is 
understandable that people would go to great lengths to conceal their condition. Un-
fortunately, such strategies usually result in delays between initial symptoms and di-
agnosis, and adherence to medication regimens. This problem is compounded by the 
segregation of HD treatment services in India. Under these conditions, the most pub-
lic sign of early stage HD is for someone to be seen near a leprosy treatment worker 
or clinic. To prevent such associations, people often travel great distances to nonlocal 
clinics or avoid treatment altogether. 

 The majority of leprosy-diagnosed people in my study reported delays be-
tween initial symptoms and their first visit to a licensed professional healer. Most 
of these delays were described in the context of concealment strategies, as in Sita’s 
history, or some form of denial (e.g., “I did not want to know”). Others reported 
that not only were they ignorant of early signs of the disease, but their health 
providers were as well. The latter issue reflects discrimination of another sort, for 
the segregation of leprosy treatment services also results in a segregation of clini-
cal knowledge such that health providers often had little experience treating this 
disease.  

  Ram Dev: A Case of Self-Mutilation 

 Ram Dev insisted that I cut him. He wanted me to expand the two-inch wound on 
the ball of his foot with a scalpel. In biomedical terms, it was stage 4 ulcer: a cra-
ter formed by weeks of constant pressure that had gradually extended down to the 
bone. Because of his neuropathies, Ram Dev never felt the wound, nor would he have 
felt the scalpel if I agreed to his request. Yet although the healing of such wounds 
sometimes required the removal of dead tissue, this could usually be achieved though 
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vigorous cleaning and a proper dressing. Such was the case for Ram Dev on this par-
ticular day, but he would have none of it. 

 I had been volunteering as nurse at a biweekly street clinic for people with lep-
rosy near the main bathing ghat at Dashashvamedha, located in the heart of Banaras. 
There, I encountered Ram Dev and several other patients who regularly sought the re-
moval of healthy tissue and enlargement of the wounds in their hands and feet. They 
explained that the additional cutting dispelled the “bad blood” that was causing their 
condition. Although none would admit it themselves, statements made about one an-
other suggested that this explanatory model of bloodletting was strongly motivated 
by the desire to enhance physical deformities for begging. Along similar lines, a few 
initially resisted taking MDT on the grounds that the medicines might cause their fin-
gers to grow back. After all, these people were marked for life, and deformities were 
often their primary means of survival. 

 The mutilation was a gradual process, one that took place in the day-to-day 
struggle for meager resources. People would request additional bandages. In combi-
nation with exposed deformities, the bandages would conceal something much worse 
in the horrors of the pilgrim’s imagination. Those with additional bandages might 
earn slightly more on a given day. Those with bloody bandages might do better; ex-
posed wounds even more, the larger the better, and so on. With fierce competition for 
alms on the ghats, medical debridement provided a legitimate means to gain a slight 
advantage under the worst of circumstances. It did not happen all at once. It did not 
happen every day. But from time to time, some people would trade a bit of flesh for a 
bit more rice and money. 

 To fully appreciate these actions, one must understand the desperate conditions 
under which they occurred. The Dashashvamedha poor were crowded into make-
shift shelters of loose brick covered with plastic sheets or corrugated tin. They had 
no access to clean water or sanitation, and were chronically undernourished. It was 
therefore hardly surprising that HD was the least of their medical problems. Rather, 
it was the diseases of poverty such as tuberculosis, parasitic infections, diarrhea, and 
sexually transmitted diseases that presented the greatest health challenges. Among 
the women, the stigma of leprosy was compounded by gender inequalities and a lack 
of protection. Many suffered physical and sexual abuse and were forced into prostitu-
tion under the worst possible conditions. Although none of the children had ever been 
diagnosed, they carried the mark of their parents and spent most of their days scav-
enging through garbage and begging. Unfortunately, the children were exceptionally 
gifted at the latter, and their earning abilities often dissuaded parents from sending 
them to school. The social mark of leprosy was not only physically harmful, but herit-
able as well. 

 In addition to these problems, heroin abuse was common among the adult males 
of Dashashvamedha, Ram Dev included. Banaras is a major retail center for heroin, 
and a day’s supply can be readily obtained with the earnings from a few hours of 
begging. It is a sad irony that people would seek pain medication for the socioeco-
nomic consequences of a condition noted for the absence of physical sensation, but 
this is exactly what Ram Dev and many of his friends were doing. Pain was the chief 
metaphor in their illness histories, in their losses of family, friends, and social iden-
tity. Pain was also their chief somatic complaint, a generalized discomfort that was 
present even among those who were not seeking drugs. 

 The association of chronic pain with alienation and loss recurs in studies of peo-
ple with discredited medical conditions, which have argued that social suffering is in-
ternalized and expressed through somatic symptoms that are indistinguishable from 
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those of physical pathology.  1   I suggest that the same was true for Ram Dev and other 
drug-using members of the Dashashvamedha community. For these people, heroin 
was an attempt to palliate a deeply internalized suffering. It was a means to detach 
from the past, the poverty, and the somatic experience of self, a kind of  dis- embodi-
ment of leprosy.         

 With this background, Ram Dev’s self-mutilation can be seen as an amplification 
of stigma under conditions of extreme poverty and social alienation. Such amplifica-
tion can be both a means of destruction and of sustenance, for it is in the interests of 
the discredited to maximize their out-group identity when they have no other oppor-
tunities for social integration. Relegated to the lowest rung of humanity, the indigent 
community at Dashashvamedha could do no worse for their social status, and might 
even make slight improvements to their economic status by becoming more of what 
everyone expects them to be. In this manner, Ram Dev fulfilled his community ex-
pectations by becoming poor, drug addicted, and physically deformed, inscribing on 
to his body the very models of discrimination that put him on the streets in the first 
place. Waxier discusses how people “learn to become lepers  [sic]”  by being social-
ized into the discriminatory models around them. In the case of Ram Dev and oth-
ers at Dashashvamedha, these models were not only deeply internalized. They were 
inscribed onto flesh per the original definition of stigma—a permanent mark, cut or 
burned on the skin of people so as to publicly brand them as members of a socially 
discredited group.  

  Conclusion 

 The cases of Sita and Ram Dev illustrate how the social stigma of leprosy can influ-
ence the clinical aspects of the disease. With Sita, we see how concealing leprosy may 
further the course and spread of the disease through late detection and incomplete 
treatment. Nevertheless, they may be the least damaging alternative, given the more 
severe consequences of social exposure for the lives of extended families. With Ram 
Dev, we see how the deliberate pursuit of bodily mutilation is only conceivable as a 
short-term survival tactic when someone’s life has declined beyond any other hope of 
change. In each of these processes, the social stigma of leprosy furthers its physical 
stigma, which returns to reinforce individual and collective models of discrimination. 

 Although not universally discredited, leprosy is the archetype of disease stigma 
in many parts of the world, as evidenced by the popular saying that “AIDS is the 
present-day leprosy.” These diseases share more than a common metaphor. HIV/AIDS 
persists in many countries under similar conditions as those of leprosy in India, such 
as when economic desperation creates circumstances of disease exposure, or the costs 
of social exposure outweigh the benefits of early testing and treatment.  3   Similarly, the 
stigma of tuberculosis and the distrust that it creates between patients and providers 

 1   See  Jackson, J. E. “After a While No One Believes You: Real and Unreal Pain.” In  Pain as Human Ex-
perience: An Anthropological Perspective.  B. J. Good, ed. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992, 
pp. 138–168. 
 2  Waxier, N. “Learning to be a Leper: A Case Study in the Social Construction of Illness.” In  Social Contexts 
of Health, Illness, and Patient Care.  Elliot G. Mishler, ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981, 
pp. 169–194. 
 3   See  Farmer, P.  AIDS and Accusation: Haiti and the Geography of Blame.  Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1992. 
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can impede health-seeking behaviors and adherence to the long-term drug regimens, 
both of which are necessary to control the spread of infection and the emergence of 
multidrug resistance. For all these “leprosies,” the forces of discrimination and in-
equality are more prevalent than the infections themselves. At the same time, though, 
such forces are intimately tied to the epidemiology and pathology of stigmatized dis-
eases by constraining the individual choices that would otherwise affect their preven-
tion and treatment.  

 This biocultural approach to stigmatized diseases strongly supports their fram-
ing as illnesses of discrimination, inclusive of their pathology, epidemiology, and both 
the affliction  and  infliction of human suffering that they entail. This holistic approach 
not only mandates active engagement between clinical and critical perspectives, but 
also expands the scope of research beyond the locus of the marked patient to the 
broader socioeconomic and historical processes from which the mark originates. As 
such, medical anthropology is essential to understanding and preventing of socially 
discredited diseases.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    According to Barrett, what sorts of activities characterize the work of medical 
anthropologists? How does he define this subfield of anthropology?   

   2.    What is the difference between disease and illness according to Barrett?   

   3.    Why was it important to look at the interrelationship between leprosy as a dis-
ease and its place in India as a strongly stigmatized ailment?   

   4.    How did Sita’s response to the discovery that she had leprosy affect the course of 
her disease and later life?   

   5.    Why did Ram Dev wish to further mutilate his leprosy-caused lesions? What role 
did poverty play in his decision to do so?   

   6.    How is the response to leprosy in India like the response to HIV/AIDS in other 
parts of the world?   

   7.    What does Barrett mean by anthropology’s holistic approach to the study of 
 disease and illness?      
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  38  
 Public Interest Ethnography: 
Women’s Prisons and Health 
Care in California  1            
    Rachael Stryker    

   Public interest ethnography is a branch of applied anthropology that has at least four goals: 
the study of people affected by public policy, an emphasis on the human consequences of 
public policy, the production of advice for policy makers, and the empowerment of those 
affected by policy. In this article, Rachael Stryker describes a public interest study she and 
six of her undergraduate students conducted in two California women’s prisons. Made pos-
sible by a U.S. government suit designed to remedy poor health conditions in the California 
prison system, they conducted ethnographic interviews of numerous female inmates about 
their health care experiences. They discovered that prison rules and personnel delayed the 
provision of care, driving many inmates to treat themselves. Women convicts related stories 
about their health care experiences that revealed a mistrust of prison medical staff, a lack of 

           

 1  Undergraduates Angele Alexander, Natalie Chriss, Kristen Darling, Erin Lucas, Johanna Paillet, and Ali Uscilka au-
thored “Over the Wall: Women Insides’ Perspectives on Health Care in California Women’s Prisons,” the ethnography 
on which this article is based. They did so in collaboration with Jane Dorotik, Sara Olson, Cynthia Purcell, Angelina 
Rodriguez, Mary Shields, Sherrie Smith, Silvia Vigil, Annabelle Chapa, and other women inside who have chosen to 
remain anonymous. Where requested, the names of women inside have been changed. 



360 P A R T  T E N   Culture Change and Applied Anthropology

prison sanitation and food nutrition, the consequences of severe overcrowding, the 
effects of poverty (co-pays were required) on gaining access to care, and the lan-
guage barrier faced by the non-English speakers. The research team presented a list 
of recommendations based on their findings, several of which were incorporated in 
new prison regulations regarding prison health care.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        “It only takes one bad incident,” shared Nicole, a prisoner at Valley State Prison 
for Women in Chowchilla, California. She was explaining to interviewers why she 
abstains from contact with prison doctors. “When I feel sick, I go to my cell, kneel 
in front of the toilet, and pray to God to make me better.” Nicole’s fear of prison doc-
tors began almost immediately after she was admitted to the prison in 2001. When 
she first arrived, doctors discovered during a mandatory physical exam that Nicole 
had high blood pressure. They then prescribed her medication. Unable to speak 
English in a prison with no translation services, she did not understand what the 
medicine was for or how it would affect her. After taking the pill, she said, she felt 
her “heart racing” and sought medical attention. Because of the language barrier, 
however, no one understood her concerns, and she began to scream in hopes of get-
ting the medical staff’s attention. Prison guards, believing she wished to harm her-
self, stripped and sequestered her for five days. While in isolation, she said, guards 
walked past her and taunted her. Fearing they might hurt her, she did not want to 
eat or drink what they gave her. Following her release from isolation, she says, med-
ical staff and guards continuously mocked her. Nicole vowed never to see the prison 
doctors again. 

 Nicole’s story is not an isolated incident: inadequate health care practices in her 
prison have been pervasive since it opened in 1995. And although the prison has been 
recognized as having some of the most advanced medical equipment and capacity in 
the United States, it, and others like it in California, have been consistently cited for 
substandard medical delivery, medical neglect, and unnecessary prisoner deaths, es-
pecially among those with serious or chronic conditions. 

 In the light of these problems, it was a common interest in using ethnography 
to positively impact health care delivery in California women’s prisons that provided 
the seed for the Women’s Prison Health Care Project at Mills College in 2006–2007. In 
collaboration with the San Francisco grassroots organization, California Coalition for 
Women Prisoners (CCWP), six undergraduates set out to write cultural descriptions 
of two California women’s prisons to answer the questions: (1) What types of experi-
ences do women have in the prisons when they become sick? (2) How do women ac-
cess health care in the prisons? and (3) What, if anything, do women believe should 
be changed with regard to the prison health care system? In the process, students 
learned to use ethnography to render more than just a clearer view of the norms and 
mores of prison life; they illuminated ethnography as a tool for understanding power, 
for the humanization of the people involved, and for developing theoretical frame-
works and practical protocols for improving people’s access to basic needs. In short, 
they learned to write public interest ethnography (PIE). 

 *  This article was written expressly for  Conformity and Conflict,  Copyright © 2012 by Rachael Stryker. Re-
printed by permission of the author. 
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  Ethnography and Public Interest Anthropology 

 What do we mean when we use the term  public interest ethnography ? The answer lies 
not just in the ethnographic content, but also in the ethnography’s intent, context, and 
possibilities. There are many interpretations of the term, but public interest ethnog-
raphy is commonly understood as a methodology and product shaped by the princi-
ples of the larger subfield of public interest anthropology (PIA). PIA is anthropology 
that has a problem orientation, that advances knowledge through attention to topics 
that large groups of people would likely to identify as important to their well-being 
(although not always, and that is some of its value), that makes clear the relationship 
between individuals and the broader society, and that expands democracy in the way 
the research is carried out, is made available, and inspires others.  2    

 Put more simply, public interest ethnography is ethnography that might: 

  1.     involve the ethnography of people who are affected by policy.  

  2.    humanize those impacted by policy (and hopefully, policy makers).  

  3.    inform policy.  

  4.    inform the redistribution of power to those affected by policy.   

 A good example of PIA is also one of the first, carried out during World War II, 
one of the most prolific periods of applied anthropology in the United States. In 1942, 
President Franklin Roosevelt appointed several social scientists or “community ana-
lysts” to conduct ethnographies of Japanese internment camps that would help shape 
public policy around the issues of Japanese containment and eventual reintegration 
into post-war America. Earlier that year, under pressure from Western agriculture lob-
bies and some high-level members of the U.S. military, Roosevelt had ordered the re-
moval and containment of some 110,000 Japanese-Americans within military camps 
throughout the western United States. Understanding the controversial nature of his 
decision, immediately after the order Roosevelt created a civilian agency—the War 
Relocation Authority (WRA)—to oversee the welfare of the evacuees. In an era that 
would come to be marked by intense public demand for repressive measures against 
Japanese-Americans in the name of military defense and national security, the WRA 
analysts wrote over eighty ethnographic reports or monographs, several illuminating 
internment as a human rights violation. The ethnographies, which ranged from such 
topics as Japanese cultural traditions to the results of segregation systems within the 
camps to perceptions of loyalty among Japanese-Americans, would eventually con-
tribute to policy allowing the mass release in 1945 of those interned as well as the 
funding for government programs to ease interns’ transition into civilian life.  3    

 Today, anthropologists write public interest ethnographies to inform policy in a 
range of areas. Anthropologists document low-income residents’ perceptions of pro-
duction and consumption to reduce environmental pollution in their communities, 
write collaborative ethnographies with LGBTQ teens to better understand and reduce 

 2  Peggy Reeves Sanday, “Opening Statement: Defining Public Interest Anthropology” (paper presented at 
the 97th annual meeting of the American Anthropological Association, December 3, 1998). Available:  http://
www.sas.upenn.edu/~psanday/pia.99.html  

 3  Edward Spicer, “Anthropologists and the War Relocation Authority,” in  The Uses of Anthropology,  ed. 
 Walter Goldschmidt (Washington, DC: American Anthropological Association, 1979). 

http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~psanday/pia.99.html
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~psanday/pia.99.html
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their suicide rates, and work with seniors to write oral histories to improve care for 
the elderly.  4   Wherever there is policy, there is an opportunity for an anthropologist to 
creatively use ethnography to influence it.   

  The Women’s Prison Health Care Project 

 In the 1990s, growing numbers of unnecessary prisoner deaths led several families 
to bring lawsuits against the state of California to try to improve health care in a 
variety of areas, including dental care, women’s care, HIV/AIDS treatment, custom 
care for disabled prisoners, and compassionate release. One of the most important of 
these was a 2001 federal class-action suit ( Plata  v.  Schwarzenegger ), which challenged 
the general quality of medical care in the state’s thirty-three prisons as unconstitu-
tional. The state settled the suit in 2002, agreeing to a range of remedies that would 
bring prison medical care in line with constitutional standards. However, the state 
ultimately failed to comply with the court’s direction. 

 In June 2005, upon the discovery that despite the 2002 settlement, California’s 
$1.1 billion-a-year, state-run prison health system was now producing a staggering 
average of one unnecessary prisoner death per week, Judge Thelton Henderson of 
the federal court of the Northern California District ruled that the California Depart-
ment of Corrections and Rehabilitation’s (CDCR’s) prison health care practices vio-
lated the Eighth Amendment constitutional ban on cruel and unusual punishment. 
In April 2006, in an unprecedented decision, Henderson transferred control of the 
entire prison medical system from the state of California to his own federal court and 
named long-time Santa Clara County public hospital administrator Robert Sillen to 
manage the system as a federal receiver. Sillen’s main task was to make appropriate 
changes to state prison health care infrastructure to accommodate immediate quality 
of care issues. His tenure as receiver would last until 2008 when he was replaced by 
lawyer, academic, and former California insurance commissioner J. Clark Kelso. 

 When Thelton ruled in 2005 that the CDCR would be stripped of its authority to 
determine issues related to medical care in California prisons, many prisoner advo-
cacy groups saw it as a window of opportunity for prison reform. One of these groups 
was the California Coalition for Women Prisoners (CCWP), a self-defined grassroots 
racial justice organization that understands issues such as poor prison health care 
and unnecessary prisoner deaths as issues of institutional violence. 

 In January 2006, CCWP director and former prisoner Yvonne Hamdiya Cooks 
and I met at a Prison Issues roundtable in San Francisco, where she gave a talk that 
asked, “Given the new receivership, is it possible for female prisoners’ voices and ex-
periences to now influence large-scale prison health care reform in California?” I then 
gave a talk on the value of anthropology and ethnographic method for better under-
standing prisoners’ perspectives on prison life. It was a pretty serendipitous meeting. 
Within a few weeks, six students in my public interest ethnography class began col-
laborating with the organization to clarify research questions. Students then worked 
with CCWP to develop open-ended, yet streamlined and culturally sensitive interview 
questions that would yield information about how women inside actually responded 
to illness and the prisons’ protocols as well as their women’s perspectives, if any, on 
how to improve health care delivery. In March 2006, CCWP familiarized students with 

 4  Rachael Stryker,  Public Interest Ethnography: A Primer  (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, in press). 



the appropriate procedures, conduct, and dress necessary to enter two women’s pris-
ons in central California: Central California Women’s Prison and Valley State Prison 
for Women (VSPW). Students each performed five to seven ethnographic interviews 
with women incarcerated at either prison. The team then collaboratively authored 
an ethnography based on the findings and presented their results to CCWP and the 
women inside. In late 2006, CCWP would also present the ethnography to receiver 
 Sillen for his consideration.  

  Accessing Health Care in Women’s Prisons 

 Interviews with the thirty-seven women highlighted a vast difference between the intent 
of California prison health care policy and the actual situation. Particularly, women ac-
cess their health care in ways that are very different from how prison health care deliv-
ery is mandated. Amid what women often described as an elusive and unreliable health 
care system, they had to think and act creatively to access help and treatment. There 
are at least two different ways that prisoners access medical care at VSPW and Central 
California Women’s Prison. The first is “formal care,” which is nonemergency health 
care received by following the prison’s official protocol. The second is “informal care,” 
or care received without the aid of official prison medical staff. 

  Formal Care 

 When prisoners are admitted to either VSPW or Central California Women’s Prison, 
they meet with counselors during a fifteen-minute orientation program and are given a 
Title 15, which is a document that outlines the rules and regulations for everything that 
happens in the prison, including health care. The orientation and Title 15 are only avail-
able in English, although some women mentioned that they had heard of, but never 
seen, a Spanish version. A new version of Title 15 is supposed to be published whenever 
prison protocol changes, but women are not given updated copies. In fact, some women 
didn’t recall ever receiving a Title 15, and others said they had access to outdated copies 
that might be used for reference, but they might be useless, because the information 
had definitely changed. Since the brief orientation and Title 15 are not reliable sources 
of information for how to receive health care, many women inside often turned to one 
another. For example, when asked where she received information about health care, 
Annabelle, 36, said she asked her cellmates: “You go with the flow and learn by watch-
ing or asking.” Especially for women who don’t speak English, fellow prisoners serve as 
important sources of information and translation services. Said Sera, who spoke only 
Spanish, “for women like me, there are things that we just don’t know.” 

 Although there are protocols outlined in Title 15, what happens in the prisons of-
ten depends on which staff members are working and how they individually respond 
to a given health situation. As a result, women had different and conflicting ideas 
about how to navigate the health care system. Despite this fact, there were certain 
steps they needed to take to obtain the prison’s formal care. The first was to fill out 
a “co-pay,” which is a form with boxes to check for symptoms and a pain scale from 
one to ten. When a co-pay is filed, the prison automatically deducts five dollars from 
the prisoner’s account. Prisoners who require health care, but who have no money in 
their accounts are not refused care, but these prisoners do accrue debt, which they 
slowly pay off with a prison job (paid anywhere from eighteen to sixty cents an hour) 
or if possible, with monetary gifts from family and/or friends outside the prison. After 
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filling out a co-pay, the prisoner waits to receive a “ducat,” which is a form of per-
mission to leave a room or normal activity for any reason, including a medical visit. 
This could take from three days to three weeks to receive one. The women prisoners’ 
responses about the next phase of the procedure varied greatly. Some said they first 
saw a correctional officer (guard) and then a “Medical Technical Assistant” (MTA, a 
correctional guard with medical training) who took them to a nurse or doctor, while 
others said they went to an MTA or a nurse directly. Some women said they had to see 
a nurse before a doctor, and others said they never saw a nurse.  

  Informal Care 

 Since women perceive formal health care protocols as complicated, time consuming, 
and not always reliable, many women said that they preferred to practice informal 
forms of care. These included ignoring illness symptoms altogether, self-medicating, 
sharing medications with each other, or receiving medical care from fellow prisoners. 
For example, said Hilly, 28, “I’m lucky because [one of my cellmates] was a nurse be-
fore she was here. Well, not a nurse. But an EMT? Or trained like an EMT? She knows 
CPR and what to do if you break something. I dislocate my shoulder sometimes and 
she pops it in for me.” If women are feeling desperate or a sense of urgency, however, 
they might decide to “fall out,” or fake an emergency to get immediate medical at-
tention. Mary, 55, explained the context in which women might resort to falling out: 
“It doesn’t matter how sick you are [prison staff will not offer to bring you to the 
doctor without going through formal channels]. So, it’s a matter of banging on the 
window of the medical department or passing out where the ambulance has to come 
and get you.” Another reason for falling out had to do with the MTAs. According to 
many women, the MTA position was problematic: since MTAs’ primary duties are cor-
rectional and not medical, unlike medical personnel, MTAs are not mandated to “do 
no harm” and to heal sick prisoners under oath. The custodial aspect of the position 
thus often trumped the medical aspect, leaving women in correctional units with ill-
nesses and pain longer than they needed to be. Women thus fell out to increase their 
chances of being tended to more immediately by medical personnel rather than take 
their chance waiting on an MTA.   

  Experiences of Formal Health Care in Women’s Prisons 

 What are some themes that characterize the quality of the formal care that women do 
receive in the two prisons? The most common word women used to categorize their 
health care experiences was  inefficiency . All mentioned problems that had to do with 
the timing and organization of their health care. 

  Inefficiency 

 Perhaps the most frustrating experience in this regard, was the delay between the 
amount of time it took to get ducated after filling out a co-pay and the amount of time 
it actually took to see a doctor. Women stated that this was the primary reason that 
they used informal care. And as several women shared, this was usually the reason 
why anyone would decide to fall out. “It can take from three days to three months to 
see the doctor,” said Sara, 60: “what would you do if you were in pain and you didn’t 
know when you’d get relief?” 



 Women were also frustrated by inefficient treatment. For example, women 
sometimes waited years for treatments for simple infections that could be fixed with a 
prescription for antibiotics, or for necessary surgeries without which women were left 
for long periods of time in excruciating pain. Inefficiency was also a characteristic of 
treatment for other chronic, but less serious medical problems. Said Mary, a 58-year-
old asthmatic, of her experiences with “the med line”(where women go several times 
daily to take medication in a supervised fashion): “At night, sometimes the line is so 
long, that ladies have to miss dinner. So you have to decide, are you going to have din-
ner or take your meds? Sometimes you have to choose dinner.” 

 According to some women, the problems with inefficiency were not necessarily 
systemic. Rather, it was individual unresponsive medical staff that caused delays and 
problems. All women worried that prison medical staff were unqualified and lacking 
credentials to care for them (a fear flamed by the fact that medical personnel are not 
required to, and do not, post their credentials in the medical center). There was a gen-
eral sense that prison doctors only worked at the prisons because they were denied 
work at other facilities. Many women also stated that medical staff often lost, forgot, 
or ignored women’s health histories prior to incarceration when examining, prescrib-
ing, or treating them.  

  Mistrust of Prison Medical Staff 

 A second theme among the interviews was fear and mistrust of prison medical proce-
dures and staff. As one woman stated, “Don’t assume that everyone even goes to see 
the doctor. Because then you’re not in touch with how bad it might be once you man-
age to get there.” Aside from a basic fear of medical procedures themselves, as we saw 
at the beginning of this chapter, fear and mistrust of medical procedures can be ex-
acerbated by such things as language barriers and insensitive medical staff members. 
Nicole’s lack of comprehension about her prescription and its effects as well as the 
derogatory behavior of the doctors and guards created a snowball effect of fear and 
mistrust of medical personnel that was long lasting. Indeed, most women noted that 
they had experienced some form of verbal abuse or unwanted sexual advances at their 
medical centers. For example, Vicky, 45, shared a story about a doctor menacingly 
and inappropriately flicking her nipples while performing a routine breast exam. She 
also shared that women in her prison knew which doctors to try to stay away from be-
cause they commonly used sexually inappropriate language with, or inappropriately 
touched, their patients. And as some women noted, disrespect from medical staff 
might continue even after a prisoner dies. For example, Nicole shared the story of 
fellow prisoner Martha Fernandez, who had recently died in prison and whose burial 
was postponed because the prison took weeks to sign her death certificate and re-
lease her body to family members. In a similar vein, because little was done to update 
prisoners’ families’ contact information, women were also concerned about who the 
prison would contact if they died. Women thus regularly organized, exchanged, and 
updated family contact lists with one another to help create a system of family notifi-
cation should any of them pass away.  

  Poor Prison Sanitation 

 In addition, women were very aware of the larger roles that poor sanitation, lack 
of ability to maintain their hygiene, and poor nutrition and exercise options in the 
prison likely played in their health trajectory while incarcerated. Women reported 
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that although the prison common rooms and family visiting rooms were kept fairly 
clean, most found their own living conditions substandard. Much of this was attrib-
uted to the fact that it was typical in both prisons for eight women to room together 
in one cell, which was a problem for several reasons. First, although women said 
that they were happy to clean up after themselves in their cells (and often wanted 
to), the prison did not provide an appropriate or adequate amount of cleaning sup-
plies for them to do so. Said Josie, 32, “They should at least give us [dispensable] 
soap for our hands.” In addition, with overcrowded cell conditions at the two pris-
ons, it was of special concern to the women to keep their areas clean to thwart po-
tentially dangerous effects of overcrowding on their health. As Sherrie, 50, stated, 
“HIV-positive prisoners and other prisoners with infectious diseases are not always 
housed separately. Because it is unclean inside, you never know what you are shar-
ing with other prisoners and you need to just take their word that they’re healthy.” 
She also shared that overcrowding lent its self to hot tempers and physical fights, 
which resulted in exposure to blood and other bodily fluids. Finally, women shared 
that such close proximity sometimes lent itself to sexual relations as well. Since 
there are no sexual education programs at either prison, women inside are not 
taught about safe sex practices. They also do not receive supplies to help prevent the 
spread of sexually transmitted diseases. 

 In addition, women do not receive adequate or enough personal hygiene prod-
ucts. Although the prison supplies them with toilet paper, women said they usually 
run out quickly. Women who have money in their prison accounts can purchase 
toiletries, and women who have fewer than five dollars in their account receive a 
monthly “indigent package” or “fish kit,” which includes three small bars of soap, two 
tubes of toothpaste, a razor, a small bottle of shampoo, laundry soap, deodorant, and 
20 envelopes for personal correspondence. The quality of the products is poor, how-
ever, and usually not enough to last the entire month. The package also does not in-
clude sanitary napkins or tampons.  

  Poor Prison Nutrition 

 Several women inside were concerned about the quality of prison food. It was well-
known among the women that lifers get stomach problems from eating bad food for 
so many years. Said one woman, “I try not to eat the food . . . I feel bad for prisoners 
that come back from eating regular food because they often have to run to the bath-
room for diarrhea and stomach aches.” Food is pre-frozen and then reheated, and 
there are few, if any, healthy options. Women with conditions such as diabetes who 
have special dietary restrictions are also not provided with the specific options they 
need. And although women with money in their accounts can purchase food at the 
prison canteen (store), there are no healthy options there either. 

 Women also fear about the prison’s drinking water. Josie, 23, for example, ex-
pressed her and other prisoners’ suspicions that some of the women’s dental problems 
come from drinking unclean water, and said that some women refrain from drinking 
water altogether because they are worried about the health effects. This can result in 
serious stomach problems, because the only other beverages available are coffee with 
high caffeine content and juices with high sugar content. Another prisoner, Susan, 
recently had a serious kidney problem because she had been afraid to drink the wa-
ter and only drank coffee. Linda said that although she knows that drinking water is 
an important part of staying healthy, she is afraid the water at VSPW will make her 
even sicker. 



 Women were also concerned about insufficient access to exercise facilities. 
Women prisoners have recreation time in the exercise yard, but yard privileges can 
be revoked as a form of punishment. There is an exercise gym available at VSPW, 
but it is often closed and has been used for storage, and is therefore inaccessible to 
the women inside. This restricted access to exercise, combined with poor nutritional 
quality of food, severely limits the extent to which the women prisoners can manage 
their own personal health.  

  Incurring Debt 

 Finally, women discussed the worry and anxiety they felt about the debt they often 
incurred as a result of medical treatment. Women prisoners have limited access 
to money and many of them are indigent. Many also enter the prison with a large 
amount of restitution debt that results from unpaid court fees and other legal ex-
penses. As mentioned earlier, during their tenure in California prisons, prisoners are 
assigned “bank accounts,” into which family members can deposit funds for prisoners 
to use for prison expenses or debt. When prisoners perform their paid prison work, 
however, the prison administration automatically garnishes any wages earned in the 
amount of 44 percent to pay restitution debt. This severely depletes their resources for 
health care provision and hygiene products, just to name a few prison expenses. Pris-
oners often feel that paying $5 to fill out a co-pay is a sacrifice. This sacrifice is com-
pounded by the fact that women work in the prison facility for extremely low wages. 
As Linda explained, “We get paid eight cents in the kitchen and sixty cents in the 
laundry room.” Thus a $5 co-pay represents almost a week’s wages, so some women 
decide to avoid medical care as a result.   

  Using Ethnography to Inform Prison Health Care Policy 

 The Women’s Health Care Project elicited several insider suggestions for improving 
prison health care: 

 1.      Make Prison Health Care More Efficient   
a.    Provide regular checkups for prisoners  
b.   Provide and educate about preventive care for prisoners  
c.   Provide opportunities for posttreatment appointments with doctors  
d.   Create better access to specialists in a timely manner, especially gynecologists, 

surgeons, and neurologists  
e.   Consider and respond to women’s specific health issues (i.e., gynecological, 

obstetric, and cardiac)  
f.   Provide reliable transportation from prisoners’ cells to the medical building, 

especially for disabled prisoners    

 2.     Make Medical Staff More Reliable and Trustworthy   
a.    Hire more medical staff members, and those with a larger variety of special-

ties, especially dentistry  
b.   Hire medical staff that is compassionate and competent, younger and moti-

vated to heal  
c.   Hire medical staff members that are respectful of women’s bodies  
d.   Mandate that medical staff members post their credentials at the medical center  
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e.   Eliminate the MTA position in favor of hiring prison guards who can also act 
as medical staff, to decrease response time to illnesses and emergencies  

f.   Hire health educators    

 3.     Increase Language Accessibility   
a.    Provide prison translation services  
b.   Increase knowledge about, and respond to, differences in health care expe-

riences between native English-speaking prisoners and prisoners who can 
speak little or no English    

 4.     Improve Nutrition Options   
a.    Provide more balanced and healthier foods in the prison commissary  
b.   Offer specific food options for people with diabetes and other health issues    

 5.     Reduce Debt Accrual   
a.    Eliminate the co-pay necessary to access prison health care    

 6.     Improve Sanitation and Hygiene   
a.    Decrease number of prisoners assigned to each cell  
b.   Allow more access to basic supplies such as soaps and feminine products  
c.   Provide sex education and safe sex supplies    

 7.     Additional Recommendations for Improvements   
a.    Provide grief counseling  
b.   Provide a broader array of health issue support groups      

  Outcome 

 In late 2006, receiver Sillen read the ethnography in full. He noted that some of the 
women’s suggestions mirrored his own understanding of what would make prison 
health care more efficient. In particular, he was encouraged by women’s understand-
ing and concerns about prison overcrowding. He was also struck by the dispar-
ity of health care experiences between English-speaking and non-English-speaking 
prisoners and by the needless costs of language miscommunication. And like the 
women inside, he thought that the MTA position was not the most efficient way to 
manage women’s medical emergencies. The women’s concerns spoke to Sillen as 
an administrator: he understood their logic in terms of efficient labor practices and 
cost-effectiveness. 

 In 2008, Judge Thelton Henderson replaced Sillen with J. Clark Kelso. Before 
the end of Sillen’s tenure, however, he increased the number and types of non-English 
translation services associated with medical care in all California prisons. Although a 
small step toward constitutionally adequate prison health care, it means that stories 
like Nicole’s might be less likely to happen. Sillen also eliminated the MTA position; 
guards would now be responsible only for correctional duties, while nursing assist-
ants would conduct triage in custodial units. 

 During J. Clark Kelso’s tenure as receiver, via the work of CCWP and other pris-
oner advocacy organizations, the ethnography continues to help identify overcrowd-
ing as a serious, “bottom-line” issue for prison health care. In January 2010, a panel 
of three federal judges determined that overcrowding was the “primary cause” of in-
mates being denied their constitutional rights to adequate medical and mental health 



care. They also ruled that the state must reduce prison overcrowding in California, 
and mandated the state to develop a comprehensive plan to reduce the prison popula-
tion by approximately 40,000 prisoners. The state reluctantly developed a population 
reduction plan while Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger appealed the prison popula-
tion reduction order to the United States Supreme Court, who agreed in June 2010 
to reconsider the lower court’s decision. The ruling, which will take place during the 
Supreme Court’s October 2010 term, could mean between 38,000 and 46,000 inmates 
will be released from prisons around the state. From a prison health perspective, a 
favorable ruling will significantly respond to the concerns about overcrowding ex-
pressed by the women inside.  

  Conclusion 

 The Women’s Prison Health Care Project illuminates the discrepancy between state 
mandates for prison health care and lived health care experiences of women incarcer-
ated in California prisons. The project also provides a unique and up-to-date descrip-
tion of what constitutionally inadequate medical care to patient-inmates looks like, as 
well as its effects on prisoners and how prisoners cope. Particularly, it demonstrates 
that women prisoners must think creatively to access health care in the face of inef-
ficiency, certain forms of discrimination, and insufficient access to resources. Women 
inside also have many ideas for how to improve their situations. 

 But like all good public interest ethnography, the project is doing much more 
than this. It is informing steps toward making constitutionally equitable health care 
in California prisoners a reality. It has helped inspire state administrators to link the 
personal experiences and stories of women inside to more efficient prison health care 
policy, encouraging more translation services for non-English-speaking prisoners 
seeking medical care, and eliminating what many understand to be one of the causes 
of delayed medical care and even unnecessary prisoner deaths: MTA positions. 

 Finally, the ethnography contributes to prisoner advocates’ broader efforts to 
raise ever more public questions and concerns about prisoners’ (lack of) access to 
resources basic human rights. As one woman incarcerated at VSPW put it, the eth-
nography “. . . shows not only what’s happening, but . . . ask[s] people [in charge] to 
think about  why  it’s happening. And make some change.” Concerns about overcrowd-
ing in California prisons have now been elevated to the federal level. The ethnography 
thus contributed to larger grassroots and legal movements to make the poor quality of 
prison health care in California a public interest issue. In the process, it helped con-
nect the micro to the macro, and the personal to the political, planting seeds for pos-
sibility and alternate futures.   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What is the definition of public interest anthropology and public interest eth-
nography, according to Stryker?   

   2.    What evidence, based on this article, supports the utility of ethnographic inter-
viewing for the construction or revision of public policy?   
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   3.    How did inmates’ poverty affect their access to effective health care, according 
to Stryker?   

   4.    What were the major impediments to effective health care revealed by the stories 
told by inmates?   

   5.    What recommendations did the ethnographers make to California authorities 
concerning the provision of effective prison health care?   

   6.    What strategies did inmates employ to treat problems with their health?      
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  39  
 Using Anthropology         
    David W. McCurdy    

   Some disciplines, such as economics, have an obvious relationship to the nonacademic 
world. Economic theory, although generated as part of basic research, may often prove use-
ful for understanding the “real” economy. Anthropology, on the other hand, does not seem 
so applicable. In this article, David McCurdy discusses some of the professional applica-
tions of anthropology and argues that there is a basic anthropological perspective that can 
help anyone cope with the everyday world. He uses the case of a company manager to illus-
trate this point, asserting that ethnographic “qualitative” research is an important tool for 
use in the nonacademic world.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        In 1990 a student whom I had not seen for fifteen years stopped by my office. He had re-
turned for his college reunion and thought it would be interesting to catch up on news about 
his (and my) major department, anthropology. The conversation, however, soon shifted from 
college events to his own life. Following graduation and a stint in the Peace Corps, he noted, 
he had begun to study for his license as a ship’s engineer. He had attended the Maritime Acad-
emy and worked for years on freighters. He was finally granted his license, he continued, and 
currently held the engineer’s position on a container ship that made regular trips between 

           

 *  This article is an updated version of “Using Anthropology,” published in  Conformity and Conflict,  9th ed. Copyright 
© 2000 by David W. McCurdy. Reprinted by permission. 
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Seattle and Alaska. He soon would be promoted to chief engineer and be at the top of 
his profession. 

 As he talked, he made an observation about anthropology that may seem sur-
prising. His background in the discipline, he said, had helped him significantly in his 
work. He found it useful as he went about his daily tasks, maintaining his ship’s com-
plex engines and machinery, his relationships with the crew, and his contacts with 
land-based management. 

 And his is not an unusual case. Over the years, several anthropology graduates 
have made the same observation. One, for example, is a community organizer who 
feels that the cross-cultural perspective he learned in anthropology helps him medi-
ate disputes and facilitate decision making in a multiethnic neighborhood. Another, 
who works as an advertising account executive, claims that anthropology helps her 
discover what products mean to customers. This, in turn, permits her to design more 
effective ad campaigns. A third says she finds anthropology an invaluable tool as she 
arranges interviews and writes copy. She is a producer for a metropolitan television 
news program. I have heard the same opinion expressed by many others, including 
the executive editor of a magazine for home weavers, the founder of a fencing school, 
a housewife, a physician, several lawyers, the kitchen manager for a catering firm, 
and a high school teacher. 

 The idea that anthropology can be useful is also supported by the experience 
of many new Ph.D.s. A recent survey has shown, for the first time, that more new 
doctorates in anthropology find employment in professional settings than in college 
teaching or scholarly research, and the list of nonacademic work settings revealed 
by the survey is remarkably broad. There is a biological anthropologist, for example, 
who conducts research on nutrition for a company that manufactures infant formula. 
A cultural anthropologist works for a major car manufacturer, researching such ques-
tions as how employees adapt to working overseas, and how they relate to conditions 
on domestic production lines. Others formulate government policy; plan patient care 
in hospitals; design overseas development projects; run famine relief programs; con-
sult on tropical forest management; and advise on product development, advertising 
campaigns, and marketing strategy for corporations. 

 This new-found application of cultural anthropology comes as a surprise to 
many Americans. Unlike political science, for example, which has a name that logi-
cally connects it with practical political and legal professions, there is nothing in the 
term  anthropology  that tells most Americans how it might be useful. 

 The research subject of anthropology also makes it more difficult to compre-
hend. Political scientists investigate political processes, structures, and motivations. 
Economists look at the production and exchange of goods and services. Psychologists 
study differences and similarities among individuals. The research of cultural anthro-
pologists, on the other hand, is more difficult to characterize. Instead of a focus on 
particular human institutions, such as politics, law, and economics, anthropologists 
are interested in cross-cultural differences and similarities among the world’s many 
groups. 

 This interest produces a broad view of human behavior that gives anthropology 
its special cross-cultural flavor. It also produces a unique research strategy, called  eth-
nography,  that tends to be qualitative rather than quantitative. Whereas other social 
sciences moved toward  quantitative methods  of research designed to test theory by 
using survey questionnaires and structured, repetitive observations, most anthropolo-
gists conduct  qualitative research  designed to elicit the cultural knowledge of the peo-
ple they seek to understand. To do this, anthropologists often live and work with their 
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subjects, called  informants  within the discipline. The result is a highly detailed ethno-
graphic description of the categories and rules people consult when they behave, and 
the meanings that things and actions have for them. 

 It is this ethnographic approach, or cultural perspective, that I think makes 
anthropology useful in such a broad range of everyday settings. I particularly find 
important the special anthropological understanding of the culture concept, ethno-
graphic field methods, and social analysis. To illustrate these assertions, let us take 
a single case in detail, that of a manager working for a large corporation who con-
sciously used the ethnographic approach to solve a persistent company problem. 

  The Problem 

 The manager, whom we will name Susan Stanton, works for a large multinational 
corporation called UTC (not the company’s real name). UTC is divided into a number 
of parts, including divisions, subdivisions, departments, and other units designed to 
facilitate its highly varied business enterprises. The company is well-diversified, en-
gaging in research, manufacturing, and customer services. In addition to serving a 
wide cross-section of public and private customers, it also works on a variety of gov-
ernment contracts for both military and nonmilitary agencies. 

 One of its divisions is educational. UTC has established a large number of cus-
tomer outlets in cities throughout the United States, forming what it calls its “cus-
tomer outlet network.” They are staffed by educational personnel who are trained to 
offer a variety of special courses and enrichment programs. These courses and pro-
grams are marketed mainly to other businesses or to individuals who desire special 
training or practical information. For example, a small company might have UTC 
provide its employees with computer training, including instruction on hardware, 
programming, computer languages, and computer program applications. Another 
company might ask for instruction on effective management or accounting proce-
dures. The outlets’ courses for individuals include such topics as how to get a job, 
writing a résumé, or enlarging your own business. 

 To organize and manage its customer outlet network, UTC has created a special 
division. The division office is located at the corporate headquarters and is responsi-
ble for developing new courses, improving old ones, training customer outlet person-
nel, and marketing customer outlet courses, or “products” as they are called inside 
the company. The division also has departments that develop, produce, and distribute 
the special learning materials used in customer outlet courses. These include books, 
pamphlets, video and audio tapes and cassettes, slides, overlays, and films. These ma-
terials are stored in a warehouse and are shipped, as they are ordered, to customer 
outlets around the country. 

 It is with this division that Susan Stanton first worked as a manager. She had 
started her career with the company in a small section of the division that designed 
various program materials. She had worked her way into management, holding a se-
ries of increasingly important positions. She was then asked to take over the manage-
ment of a part of the division that had the manufacture, storage, and shipment of 
learning materials as one of its responsibilities. 

 But there was a catch. She was given this new management position with in-
structions to solve a persistent, although vaguely defined, problem. “Improve the serv-
ice,” they had told her, and “get control of the warehouse inventory.” In this case, 
“service” meant the process of filling orders sent in by customer outlets for various 
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materials stored in the warehouse. The admonition to improve the service seemed to 
indicate that service was poor, but all she was told about the situation was that cus-
tomer outlet personnel complained about the service; she did not know exactly why or 
what “poor” meant. 

 In addition, inventory was “out of control.” Later she was to discover the extent 
of the difficulty. 

  We had a problem with inventory. The computer would say we had two hundred of some 
kind of book in stock, yet it was back ordered because there was nothing on the shelf. We 
were supposed to have the book but physically there was nothing there. I’m going, “Uh, 
we have a small problem. The computer never lies, like your bank statement, so why don’t 
we have the books?”  

 If inventory was difficult to manage, so were the warehouse employees. They 
were described by another manager as “a bunch of knuckle draggers. All they care 
about is getting their money. They are lazy and don’t last long at the job.” Strangely, 
the company did not view the actions of the warehouse workers as a major problem. 
Only later did Susan Stanton tie in poor morale in the warehouse with the other prob-
lems she had been given to solve.  

  Management by Defense 

 Although Stanton would take the ethnographic approach to management problems, 
that was not what many other managers did. They took a defensive stance, a posi-
tion opposite to the discovery procedures of ethnography. Their major concern—like 
that of many people in positions of leadership and responsibility—was to protect their 
authority and their ability to manage and to get things done. Indeed, Stanton also 
shared this need. But their solution to maintaining their position was different from 
hers. For them, claiming ignorance and asking questions—the hallmark of the eth-
nographic approach—is a sign of weakness. Instead of discovering what is going on 
when they take on a new management assignment, they often impose new work rules 
and procedures. Employees learn to fear the arrival of new managers because their 
appearance usually means a host of new, unrealistic demands. They respond by hid-
ing what they actually do, withholding information that would be useful to the man-
ager. Usually, everyone’s performance suffers. 

 Poor performance leads to elaborate excuses as managers attempt to blame the 
troubles on others. Stanton described this tendency. 

  When I came into the new job, this other manager said, “Guess what? You have got a 
warehouse. You are now the proud owner of a forklift and a bunch of knuckle draggers.” 
And I thought, management’s perception of those people is very low. They are treating 
them as dispensable, that you can’t do anything with them. They say the workers don’t 
have any career motives. They don’t care if they do a good job. You have to force them to 
do anything. You can’t motivate them. It’s only a warehouse, other managers were saying. 
You can’t really do that much about the problems there so why don’t you just sort of try to 
keep it under control.  

 Other managers diminished the importance of the problem itself. It was not 
“poor service” that was the trouble. The warehouse was doing the best it could with 
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what it had. It was just that the customers—the staff at the customer outlets—were 
complainers. As Susan Stanton noted: 

  The people providing the service thought that outlet staff were complainers. They said, 
“Staff complain about everything. But it can’t be that way. We have checked it all out and 
it isn’t that bad.”  

 Making excuses and blaming others lead to low morale and a depressed self- 
image. Problems essentially are pushed aside in favor of a “let’s just get by” philosophy.  

  Ethnographic Management 

 By contrast, managers take the offensive when they use ethnographic techniques. 
That is what Stanton did when she assumed her new managerial assignment over the 
learning materials manufacturing and distribution system. To understand what the 
ethnographic approach means, however, we must first look briefly at what anthro-
pologists do when they conduct ethnographic field research. Our discussion necessar-
ily involves a look at the concepts of culture and microculture as well as ethnography. 
For as we will shortly point out, companies have cultures of their own, a point that 
has recently received national attention; but more important for the problem we are 
describing here, companies are normally divided into subgroups, each with its own 
microculture. It is these cultures and microcultures that anthropologically trained 
managers can study ethnographically, just as fieldworkers might investigate the cul-
ture of a !Kung band living in the Kalahari Desert of West Africa or the Gypsies living 
in San Francisco. 

  Ethnography  refers to the process of discovering and describing culture, so it 
is important to discuss this general and often elusive concept. There are numerous 
definitions of culture, each stressing particular sets of attributes. The definition we 
employ here is especially appropriate for ethnographic fieldwork. We may define cul-
ture as the acquired knowledge that people use to generate behavior and interpret ex-
perience. In growing up, one learns a system of cultural knowledge appropriate to the 
group. For example, an American child learns to chew with a closed mouth because 
that is the cultural rule. The child’s parents interpret open-mouthed chewing as an in-
fraction and tell the child to chew “properly.” A person uses such cultural knowledge 
throughout life to guide actions and to give meaning to surroundings. 

 Because culture is learned, and because people can easily generate new cultural 
knowledge as they adapt to other people and things, human behavior and perceptions 
can vary dramatically from one group to another. In parts of India, for example, chil-
dren learn to chew “properly” with their mouths open. Their cultural worlds are quite 
different from the ones found in the United States. 

 Cultures are associated with groups of people. Traditionally, anthropologists as-
sociated culture with relatively distinctive ethnic groups.  Culture  referred to the whole 
life-way of a society, and particular cultures could be named. Anthropologists talked 
of German culture, Ibo culture, and Bhil culture. Culture was everything that was dis-
tinctive about the group. 

  Culture  is still applied in this manner today, but with the advent of complex 
societies and a growing interest among anthropologists in understanding them, the 
culture concept has also been used in a more limited way. Complex societies such 
as our own are composed of thousands of groups. Members of these groups usually 
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share the national culture, including a language and a huge inventory of knowl-
edge for doing things, but the groups themselves have specific cultures of their own. 
For example, if you were to walk into the regional office of a stock brokerage firm, 
you would hear the people there talking an apparently foreign language. You might 
stand in the “bull pen,” listen to brokers make “cold calls,” “sell short,” “negotiate a 
waffle,” or get ready to go to a “dog and pony show.” The fact that an event such as 
this feels strange when you first encounter them is strong evidence to support the 
notion that you don’t yet know the culture that organizes them. We call such spe-
cialized groups  microcultures.  

 We are surrounded by microcultures, participating in a few, encountering many 
others. Our family has a microculture. So may our neighborhood, our college, and 
even our dormitory floor. The waitress who serves us lunch at the corner restaurant 
shares a culture with her co-workers. So do bank tellers at our local savings and loan. 
Kin, occupational groups, and recreational associations each tend to display special 
microcultures. Such cultures can be, and now often are, studied by anthropologists 
interested in understanding life in complex American society. 

 The concept of microculture is essential to Susan Stanton as she begins to attack 
management problems at UTC because she assumes that conflict between different 
microcultural groups is most likely at the bottom of the difficulty. One microculture 
she could focus on is UTC company culture. She knows, for example, that there are a 
variety of rules and expectations—written and unwritten—for how things should be 
done at the company. She must dress in her “corporates,” for example, consisting of 
a neutral-colored suit, stockings, and conservative shoes. UTC also espouses values 
about the way employees should be treated, how people are supposed to feel about 
company products, and a variety of other things that set that particular organization 
apart from other businesses. 

 But the specific problems that afflicted the departments under Stanton’s juris-
diction had little to do with UTC’s corporate culture. They seemed rather to be the 
result of misunderstanding and misconnection between two units, the warehouse and 
the customer outlets. Each had its own microculture. Each could be investigated to 
discover any information that might lead to a solution of the problems she had been 
given. 

 Such investigation would depend on the extent of Stanton’s ethnographic train-
ing. As an undergraduate in college, she had learned how to conduct ethnographic in-
terviews, observe behavior, and analyze and interpret data. She was not a professional 
anthropologist, but she felt she was a good enough ethnographer to discover some 
relevant aspects of microcultures at UTC. 

 Ethnography is the process of discovering and describing a culture. For exam-
ple, an anthropologist who travels to India to conduct a study of village culture will 
use ethnographic techniques. The anthropologist will move into a community, occupy 
a house, watch people’s daily routines, attend rituals, and spend hours interviewing 
informants. The goal is to discover a detailed picture of what is going on by seeing 
village culture through the eyes of informants. The anthropologist wants the insider’s 
perspective. Villagers become teachers, patiently explaining different aspects of their 
culture, praising the anthropologist for acting correctly and appearing to understand, 
laughing when the anthropologist makes mistakes or seems confused. When the an-
thropologist knows what to do and can explain in local terms what is going on or 
what is likely to happen, real progress has been made. The clearest evidence of such 
progress is when informants say, “You are almost human now,” or “You are beginning 
to talk just like us.” 
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 The greatest enemy of good ethnography is the preconceived notion. Anthro-
pologists do not conduct ethnographic research by telling informants what they are 
like based on earlier views of them. They teach the anthropologist how to see their 
world: the anthropologist does not tell them what their world should really be like. All 
too often in business, a new manager will take over a department and begin to impose 
changes on its personnel to fit a preconceived perception of them. The fact that the 
manager’s efforts are likely to fail makes sense in light of this ignorance. The manager 
doesn’t know the microculture. Nor has he or she asked employees about it. 

 But can a corporate manager really do ethnography? After all, managers have 
positions of authority to maintain, as we noted earlier. It is all right for professional 
anthropologists to enter the field and act ignorant; they don’t have a position to main-
tain and they don’t have to continue to live with their informants. The key to the prob-
lem appears to be the “grace period.” Most managers are given one by their employees 
when they are new on the job. A new manager cannot be expected to know every-
thing. It is permissible to ask basic questions. The grace period may last only a month 
or two, but it is usually long enough to find out valuable information. 

 This is the opportunity that Susan Stanton saw as she assumed direction of the 
warehouse distribution system. As she described it: 

  I could use the first month, actually the first six weeks, to find out what was going on, 
to act dumb and find out what people actually did and why. I talked to end customers. 
I talked to salespeople, people who were trying to sell things to help customer outlets 
with their needs. I talked to coordinators at headquarters staff who were trying to help 
all these customer outlets do their jobs and listened to what kinds of complaints they 
had heard. I talked to the customer outlet people and the guys in the warehouse. I had 
this six-week grace period where I could go in and say, “I don’t know anything about 
this. If you were in my position, what would you do, or what would make the biggest 
difference, and why would it make a difference?” You want to find out what the world 
they are operating in is like. What do they value? And people were excited because I 
was asking and listening and, by God, intending to do something about it instead of just 
disappearing again.  

 As we shall see shortly, Stanton’s approach to the problem worked. But it also 
resulted in an unexpected bonus. Her ethnographic approach symbolized unexpected 
interest and concern to her employees. That, combined with realistic management, 
gave her a position of respect and authority. Their feelings for her were expressed by 
one warehouse worker when he said: 

  When she [Susan] was going to be transferred to another job, we gave her a party. We 
took her to this country-and-western place and we all got to dance with the boss. We told 
her that she was the first manager who ever tried to understand what it was like to work 
in the warehouse. We thought she would come in like the other managers and make a lot 
of changes that didn’t make sense. But she didn’t. She made it work better for us.   

  Problems and Causes 

 An immediate benefit of her ethnographic inquiry was a much clearer view of what 
poor service meant to customer outlet personnel. Stanton discovered that learning 
materials, such as books and cassettes, took too long to arrive after they were ordered. 
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Worse, material did not arrive in the correct quantities. Sometimes there would be 
too many items, but more often there were too few, a particularly galling discrepancy 
since customer outlets were charged for what they ordered, not what they received. 
Books also arrived in poor condition, their covers ripped or scratched, edges frayed, 
and ends gouged and dented. This, too, bothered customer outlet staff because they 
were often visited by potential customers who were not impressed by the poor condi-
tion of their supplies. Shortages and scruffy books did nothing to retain regular cus-
tomers either. 

 The causes of these problems and the difficulties with warehouse inventory also 
emerged from ethnographic inquiry. Stanton discovered, for example, that most cus-
tomer outlets operated in large cities, where often they were housed in tall buildings. 
Materials shipped to their office address often ended up sitting in ground-level lob-
bies, because few of the buildings had receiving docks or facilities. Books and other 
items also arrived in large boxes, weighing up to a hundred pounds. Outlet staff, most 
of whom were women, had to go down to the lobby, open those boxes that were too 
heavy for them to carry, and haul armloads of supplies up the elevator to the office. 
Not only was this time-consuming, but customer outlet staff felt it was beneath their 
dignity to do such work. They were educated specialists, after all. 

 The poor condition of the books was also readily explained. By packing items 
loosely in such large boxes, warehouse workers ensured trouble in transit. Books rat-
tled around with ease, smashing into each other and the side of the box. The result 
was torn covers and frayed edges. Clearly no one had designed the packing and ship-
ping process with customer outlet staff in mind. 

 The process, of course, originated in the central warehouse, and here as well, 
ethnographic data yielded interesting information about the causes of the problem. 
Stanton learned, for example, how materials were stored in loose stacks on the ware-
house shelves. When orders arrived at the warehouse, usually through the mail, they 
were placed in a pile and filled in turn (although there were times when special pref-
erence was given to some customer outlets). A warehouse employee filled an order 
by first checking it against the stock recorded by the computer, then going to the 
appropriate shelves and picking the items by hand. Items were packed in the large 
boxes and addressed to customer outlets. With the order complete, the employee was 
supposed to enter the number of items picked and shipped in the computer so that 
inventory would be up to date. 

 But, Stanton discovered, workers in the warehouse were under pressure to 
work quickly. They often fell behind because materials the computer said were in 
stock were not there, and because picking by hand took so long. Their solution to 
the problem of speed resulted in a procedure that even further confused company 
records. 

  Most of the people in the warehouse didn’t try to count well. People were looking at the 
books on the shelves and were going, “Eh, that looks like the right number. You want ten? 
Gee, that looks like about ten.” Most of the time the numbers they shipped were wrong.  

 The causes of inaccurate amounts in shipping were thus revealed. Later,  Stanton 
discovered that books also disappeared in customer outlet building lobbies. While 
staff members carried some of the materials upstairs, people passing by the open 
boxes helped themselves. 

 Other problems with inventory also became clear. UTC employees, who some-
times walked through the warehouse, would often pick up interesting materials from 
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the loosely stacked shelves. More important, rushed workers often neglected to up-
date records in the computer.  

  The Shrink-Wrap Solution 

 The detailed discovery of the nature and causes of service and inventory problems sug-
gested a relatively painless solution to Stanton. If she had taken a defensive manage-
ment position and failed to learn the insider’s point of view, she might have resorted 
to more usual remedies that were impractical and unworkable. Worker retraining is 
a common answer to corporate difficulties, but it is difficult to accomplish and often 
fails. Pay incentives, punishments, and motivation enhancements such as prizes and 
quotas are also frequently tried. But they tend not to work because they don’t address 
fundamental causes. 

 Shrink-wrapping books and other materials did. Shrink-wrapping is a packaging 
method in which clear plastic sheeting is placed around items to be packaged, then 
through a rapid heating and cooling process, shrunk into a tight covering. The plastic 
molds itself like a tight skin around the things it contains, preventing any internal 
movement or external contamination. Stanton described her decision. 

  I decided to have the books shrink-wrapped. For a few cents more, before the books ever 
arrived in the warehouse, I had them shrink-wrapped in quantities of five and ten. I made 
it part of the contract with the people who produced the books for us.  

 On the first day that shrink-wrapped books arrived at the warehouse, Stanton 
discovered that they were immediately unwrapped by workers who thought a new 
impediment had been placed in their way. But the positive effect of shrink-wrapping 
soon became apparent. For example, most customer outlets ordered books in units of 
fives and tens. Warehouse personnel could now easily count out orders in fives and 
tens, instead of having to count each book or estimate numbers in piles. Suddenly, 
orders filled at the warehouse contained the correct number of items. 

 Employees were also able to work more quickly, since they no longer had to 
count each book. Orders were filled faster, the customer outlet staff was pleased, and 
warehouse employees no longer felt the pressure of time so intensely. Shrink-wrapped 
materials also traveled more securely. Books, protected by their plastic covering, ar-
rived in good condition, again delighting the personnel at customer outlets. 

 Stanton also changed the way materials were shipped, based on what she had 
learned from talking to employees. She limited the maximum size of shipments to 
twenty-five pounds by using smaller boxes. She also had packages marked “inside de-
livery” so that deliverymen would carry the materials directly to the customer outlet 
offices. If they failed to do so, boxes were light enough to carry upstairs. No longer 
would items be lost in skyscraper lobbies. 

 Inventory control became more effective. Because they could package and ship 
materials more quickly, the workers in the warehouse had enough time to enter the 
size and nature of shipments in the computer. Other UTC employees no longer walked 
off with books from the warehouse, because the shrink-wrapped bundles were larger 
and more conspicuous, and because taking five or ten books is more like stealing than 
“borrowing” one. 

 Finally, the improved service dramatically changed morale in the division. Cus-
tomer outlet staff members, with their new and improved service, felt that finally 
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someone had cared about them. They were more positive and they let people at cor-
porate headquarters know about their feelings. “What’s happening down there?” they 
asked. “The guys in the warehouse must be taking vitamins.” 

 Morale soared in the warehouse. For the first time, other people liked the service 
workers there provided. Turnover decreased as pride in their work rose. They began to 
care more about the job, working faster with greater care. Managers who had previously 
given up on the “knuckle draggers” now asked openly about what had got into them. 

 Stanton believes the ethnographic approach is the key. She has managers who 
work for her read anthropology, especially books on ethnography, and she insists that 
they “find out what is going on.”  

  Conclusion 

 Anthropology is, before all, an academic discipline with a strong emphasis on scholar-
ship and basic research. But, as we have also seen, anthropology is a discipline that 
contains several intellectual tools—the concept of culture, the ethnographic approach 
to fieldwork, a cross-cultural perspective, a holistic view of human behavior—that make 
it useful in a broad range of nonacademic settings. In particular, it is the ability to do 
qualitative research that makes anthropologists successful in the professional world. 

 A few years ago an anthropologist consultant was asked by a utility company to 
answer a puzzling question: Why were its suburban customers, whose questionnaire 
responses indicated an attempt at conservation, failing to reduce their consumption 
of natural gas? To answer the question, the anthropologist conducted ethnographic 
interviews with members of several families, listening as they told him about how 
warm they liked their houses and how they set the heat throughout the day. He also 
received permission to install several video cameras aimed at thermostats in private 
houses. When the results were in, the answer to the question was deceptively simple: 
Fathers fill out questionnaires and turn down thermostats; wives, children, and clean-
ing workers, all of whom, in this case, spent time in the houses when fathers were 
absent, turn them up. Conservation, the anthropologist concluded, would have to in-
volve family decisions, not just admonitions to save gas. 

 Over the past two or three years, anthropology’s usefulness in the world of work 
has been discovered by the United States press. For example,  U.S. News and World 
Report  carried a story in 1998 entitled “Into the Wild Unknown of Workplace Cul-
ture: Anthropologists Revitalize Their Discipline,” which traced changing trends in 
academic anthropology and highlighted the growth of the discipline’s penetration 
of the business world.  1   Included in the article were examples of useful ethnography, 
such as the discovery by one anthropologist consultant that rank-and-file union mem-
bers were upset with shop stewards because the latter spent more time recruiting new 
members than responding to grievances. In another instance, the article reported on 
the work of anthropologist Ken Erickson. Hired to find out why immigrant meat-
packers had launched a wildcat strike, he was able to show that the workers struck 
because they felt their supervisors treated them as unskilled laborers, not because 
there was a language problem, as proposed by management. The workers had devel-
oped elaborate strategies to work quickly, effectively, and safely that were ignored or 
unknown to their supervisors.  

 1  Brendan I. Koerner, “Into the Wild Unknown of Workplace Culture: Anthropologists Revitalize Their Disci-
pline,”  U.S. News & World Report,  August 10, 1998, p. 56. 



 C H A P T E R  3 9   Using Anthropology 381

 In 1999,  USA Today  carried a story that further emphasized anthropology’s use-
fulness. Entitled “Hot Asset in Corporate: Anthropology Degrees,” the article began 
with, “Don’t throw away the MBA degree yet. But as companies go global and crave 
leaders for a diverse workforce, a new hot degree is emerging for aspiring executives: 
anthropology.”  2   The piece carried numerous examples—the hiring of anthropologist 
Steve Barnett as a vice president at Citicorp following his discovery of the early warn-
ing signs that identify people who do not pay credit card bills; the case of Hallmark, 
which sent anthropologists into immigrant homes to discover how holidays and 
birthdays are celebrated so that the company could design appropriate cards for such 
occasions; the example of a marketing consultant firm that sent anthropologists into 
bathrooms to watch how women shave their legs, and in the process, to discover what 
women want in a razor.  

 The article also listed executives who stressed how important their anthropol-
ogy degree has been for their business successes. Motorola corporate lawyer Robert 
Faulkner says that the anthropology degree he received before going to law school has 
become increasingly valuable in his management job. Warned by his father that most 
problems are people problems, Michael Koss, CEO of the Koss headphone company, is 
another example. He received his anthropology degree from Beloit College.  Katherine 
Burr, CEO of The Hanseatic Group, has an MA in anthropology and was quoted as 
saying, “My competitive edge came completely out of anthropology. The world is so 
unknown, changes so rapidly. Preconceptions can kill you.” The article concluded with 
the observations of Ken Erickson of the Center for Ethnographic Research. “It takes 
trained observation. Observation is what anthropologists are trained to do.” 

 In short, cultural anthropology has entered the world of business over the past 
twenty years. I argue that the key to its special utility and value in the commercial 
world is the ethnographic approach. Anthropologists have this ethnographic field ex-
perience and a sense of how social systems work and how people use their cultural 
knowledge. They have the special background, originally developed to discover and 
describe the cultural knowledge and behavior of unknown societies, needed to, in the 
words of Susan Stanton, “find out what is going on.”   

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    What kinds of jobs do professional anthropologists do?   

   2.    What is special about anthropology that makes fundamental knowledge of it val-
uable to some jobs?   

   3.    What is meant by  qualitative research?  Why is such research valuable to business 
and government?   

   4.    What difficulties did the company manager described in this article face? What 
solutions did she invent to deal with them? How did her knowledge of anthro-
pology help her with this problem?   

   5.    Why is ethnography useful in everyday life? Can you think of situations in which 
you could use ethnographic research?      

 2  Del Jones, “Hot Asset in Corporate: Anthropology Degrees,”  USA Today,  February 18, 1999, section B, p. 1. 
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  40  
 Career Advice for 
Anthropology Undergraduates         
    John T. Omohundro    

   In the previous article we learned that anthropologists regularly use their skills in the world 
of work and that employers are beginning to recognize the value of employees who are 
trained in anthropology. But the fact remains that many Americans do not fully understand 
what anthropology is and have little idea what students who major in anthropology can do 
for them. Worse, students themselves may not consciously recognize the work skills that 
anthropology has taught them or how to translate these skills into a language prospective 
employers can understand. John Omohundro tackles this problem of recognition and trans-
lation in this selection. Using a concept he calls “transcultural presentation,” he lists some 
of the skills that anthropology teaches students and shows how these skills can be trans-
lated by graduating students into résumé language for employers.      *     

      Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

        The following scene happens at least once a semester. A distraught student pokes her (or his) 
head through my office door. 

 “Scuse me. . . . Are you busy? I need to ask you something.” 

           

 *  From John T. Omohundro,  Careers in Anthropology,  pp. 1–4 (New York: McGraw-Hill). Used by permission of the 
publisher. 
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 “No, Grebbleberry, come in, sit down. What’s bothering you?” 
 “Well, I really like anthropology. In fact, I want to drop my major in [deleted] and 

declare anthropology. But I told my parents and they were freaked out. My mother 
cried and my father threatened to cut me off. And my friends think I’ve lost it com-
pletely. Now they have me scared. I’m afraid I won’t be able to get a job. What am 
I going to do?” 

 This student has all the symptoms of anthro shock. I’m tempted to smile in rec-
ognition of the syndrome but to Grebbleberry there is nothing amusing here. I have 
two answers: the difficult answer and the easy answer. The difficult answer, which 
I would like to give, is a problem because students are not prepared to believe me. The 
difficult answer is: 

 “For most careers, it doesn’t matter much what you major in, as long as you like 
the subject and are good at it. The point of a major in a liberal arts education is to 
give practice at studying something in depth. One’s major is not the same thing as job 
training. The careers that follow from most undergraduate majors are not and can-
not be specified, even if the world doesn’t change—but it does, frequently. There is no 
direct, obvious, and inevitable connection between college disciplines and the occupa-
tional titles people carry.” 

 Although many years of teaching and advising convince me that the difficult 
answer I’ve just described is true, I don’t respond with that answer anymore. First, 
I have to treat the “anthro shock”—the fear gripping the student that, “. . . mocked 
and alone, I’m going to starve.” So, instead I reply with the easy answer: 

 “Take courage. There are many things you can do for a living that use your 
 anthropological knowledge and skills. I can help you discover them and prepare 
for them.” 

 Only then does the student’s color begin to return; the anthro shock is in re-
mission. Later, perhaps, after we’ve begun a career development program, I might 
introduce the difficult answer. But Grebbleberry still won’t believe me, because my 
answer goes against most of what pundits, peers, parents, and even some professors 
have told her. This article presents some of the evidence that I have gathered for the 
claims made in the “easy” answer, to assist advisors to respond quickly and effectively 
to anthro shock. 

  Becoming a Career Advisor 

 Good advice is sorely needed and in short supply. Too many of the students I have 
supervised appeared flustered and ill-prepared when people ask them naive but usu-
ally sincere questions about what anthropology is, what it is good for, and what the 
student is going to “do with it.” My advisees usually answered these questions apolo-
getically or parried them with self-deprecating humor. Bill Gates can get away with 
being apologetic and self-deprecating; my students need to present themselves more 
positively. Furthermore, many students and parents acquire their understanding of 
anthropology through students rather than professors, so it behooves us to raise the 
quality of the understanding that our major students impart. In turn, by improving 
their self-presentation our students will become more confident, more ambitious, and 
ultimately more successful in finding good work. 

 My career advising grew out of efforts to be a good teacher of the liberal arts, 
one who helps students move on to self-actualization in the world after college. The 
advising also grew out of my research in adaptive problem-solving by residents of 
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small coastal communities in Newfoundland. Using the adaptive problem-solving ap-
proach, I ask, how do students find out about the world of work and how do they find 
their place in it? Twenty years ago, I began to develop career workshops within my 
department, then expanded them into workshops at anthropology conferences, and 
lately assembled those materials into a workbook,  Careers in Anthropology  (1998).  1   
I use the book as a supplementary text in courses, as a workbook in careers work-
shops, and as an advising guide to students who declare anthropology as a major. This 
article is drawn from that book.  

 Because my experience with careers has been limited to academic ones, I col-
laborate with my college’s career planning counselor. Lacking important parts of the 
whole picture, we are insufficient individually to advise anthropology majors. I have 
learned about résumés, interviews, and employer expectations, while my career plan-
ning colleagues have learned about the usefulness of anthropological perspectives and 
methods. Even if students consult both of us separately, they tend to perceive us as 
talking past one another, so they sometimes become frustrated and drop out of the 
process. But when the career planner and I work together, we see the value in each 
other’s knowledge and how to blend it with concepts from our own fields. The ca-
reer planners, for example, are delighted to learn that anthropology includes training 
in participant observation, object reconstruction and cataloging, and cognitive map-
ping, among other activities. They in turn have taught me what employers call those 
 activities and how to highlight them on student résumés to increase what linguistic 
anthropologists call “indexicality,” or talking on the same wavelength. 

 While working with the career planners, and counseling and tracking my advi-
sees, I discovered that undergraduate anthropology alumni not only find meaningful 
work in which they use their anthropology, but they can use their anthropology to get 
hired to do that work. To demonstrate this idea I drafted and field tested exercises in 
which anthropological research techniques, such as ethnosemantics, life history, de-
mography, participant observation, social network analysis, key informant interviews, 
and survey data analysis, are applied to the tasks of selecting and pursuing interesting 
work. I also realized that when they are advising for careers, professors can use an-
thropological perspectives and data-collection techniques to better understand what 
students and employers know and need. Let us look briefly at what that might be.  

  Career Planning in Cross-Cultural Perspective 

 Except for a handful of publications distributed by the American Anthropological As-
sociation, few anthropologists have addressed the subject of career planning for under-
graduate majors. One exception, James Spradley’s “Career Education from a Cultural 
Perspective,”  2   shaped my conception of the problem. Spradley observes that in most 
cultures, such as the Amish in northern New York, the Inuit in central Canada, or the 
Masai in Kenya, children live close to the world of adult work. As they approach their 
own adulthood, youths understand clearly what adult work is and what they must do to 
take it up. There aren’t many choices, but there isn’t much anxiety either. The transition 
is smooth and supported by ritual, such as coming-of-age ceremonies.  

 1  John T. Omohundro,  Careers in Anthropology  (Mountain View, CA: Mayfield Publishing Company, 1998). 

 2  James P. Spradley, “Career Education from a Cultural Perspective,” in Larry McClure and Carolyn Buan 
(eds.),  Essays in Career Education  (Portland, OR: Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 1973), 
pp. 3–16. 
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 The modern West, Spradley continues, is quite different. Career options are un-
clear to the beginner. A gulf yawns between their lives and what adults do. What kinds 
of careers are there over that gulf? What do people do in those positions? How do I 
decide which position is for me? How do I cross this gulf and get into the picture? 
The small-scale, nonindustrial cultures allowed twenty years of enculturation to adult 
careers. By comparison, Spradley observes, the postindustrial world expects youths 
to make a more complex transition from sixteen years of schooling to adult work in a 
matter of months or as little as a single weekend. And our culture has no ritual to ease 
the change. 

 It takes each student a while to assemble some kind of bridge across that gulf be-
tween college life and adult life. The average length of time in the U.S. between gradu-
ating with a B.A. and getting hired is six months to one year. That delay isn’t usually 
because there aren’t any jobs for liberal arts students. The delay is largely a cultural 
problem: new graduates simply don’t know what to do next. A career counselor at 
Dartmouth College puts the problem like this: “Although liberal arts majors are quali-
fied for dozens of jobs, they have no idea how to market themselves successfully.”  3   
They eventually figure it out and get back in the picture. Two years after graduation, 
two-thirds are employed full time (many of the others are in further study). Three-
quarters of the employed are in positions related to their field of study.  

 My counseling efforts have aimed to enculturate students to the career life while 
they are still in college, thus abbreviating that liminal state after the baccalaureate de-
gree. Of course, that’s a tactical calculation. Looking back on sixteen years of formal 
education and looking ahead to a worklife of forty or more years, many of my advi-
sees want to enter a liminal state for awhile. Nevertheless, other students are eager to 
move on. Those who made the effort during their college years to select a starting ca-
reer, identify some employers, and prepare themselves for that career were rewarded 
by finding interesting work more quickly than those who waited until after they grad-
uated. Students will have to make some time for this work in a busy college life. As 
my career planning colleague says, “Looking for a job is itself a job.” 

 If students take up this job of career planning, their anthropology teachers can 
be valuable motivators and informants. However, not all professors say much about 
careers to their advisees or their classes. I know this is so because for years I have 
advised students from other colleges who sought me out at conferences, or when they 
were home visiting their parents, because they were suffering from anthro shock un-
treated by their own professors. 

 Why are some professors avoiding giving career advice? Some feel that after 
years in the ivory tower they don’t understand the work world that their students 
want to enter. Times have changed, they say, since they were looking for a position. It 
is widely repeated in the college community that after graduation many students will 
enter careers that don’t exist yet. Also, it is widely repeated that most people change 
careers (not just employers, but lines of work) several times in their working life. My 
career planning colleagues have amassed evidence to support these popular concep-
tions. So, “how can we know what to advise students today?” some of my colleagues 
wonder. Other professors define career advice, just as they do elementary writing in-
struction, as a task someone else should do. 

 A third reason that some professors avoid counseling for careers is that they 
don’t approve of the idea of college as a place to credential people for jobs. In their 

 3  Burton Nadler,  Liberal Arts Power: What It Is and How to Sell It on Your Resume,  2nd ed. (Princeton, 
NJ: Peterson’s, 1989). 



386 P A R T  T E N   Culture Change and Applied Anthropology

view, student “vocationalism,” or seeing college as a route to a good career, shifts the 
professor’s role from liberator of young minds to gatekeeper of yuppiedom. Professors 
who teach critical approaches to culture want to inculcate resistance and a desire to 
change, not a desire to join, the system. 

 Anthropologist Michael Moffatt, in an insightful ethnography of residence halls 
and student culture, caused me to re-think student concern about jobs.  4   Moffatt sug-
gests that professors who disdain student “vocationalism” are being hypocritical. 
 After all, professors got their job by going to college, so why shouldn’t the students 
want the same? Students expect that what they call their “job” will place them in 
the American middle classes, where their occupation will be a key element in their 
identity. They expect that job to offer them challenge, growth, rewards, security, and 
a chance to make the world a better place—all of which are goals deserving support 
from anthropology professors.   

  Translating the Skills 

 What does the student need to find that job and thus meet those goals? Career advice 
is partly a matter of teaching students to imagine themselves in a new way (the eth-
nographic “other’s” way) and to construct a few basic models of what it’s like in the 
working world. 

 Imagining themselves in a new way involves learning what employers (one of 
those ethnographic “others”) really want (or think they want) and then reviewing 
one’s education and experience for evidence of having acquired those desirable quali-
ties. Seen in an anthropological light, this process may be called “trans-cultural self-
presentation” and is similar to what the ethnographer initiates when entering the field 
and attempting to build rapport. Here are some data to assist that process. 

 Anthro shock contains the fear that one will acquire no marketable skills. “Mar-
ketable skills” implies there are other kinds as well. In fact, there are few skills that a 
liberal arts student acquires that aren’t marketable. But there are temporary enthusi-
asms influencing which skills are considered desirable this year and what vocabulary 
is used to describe those skills. Anthropology students are well equipped to exam-
ine language, identify trends, and adapt to them by translating their own skills and 
knowledge into language appropriate for the setting. 

  Table   1    describes some skills that anthropology majors have an opportunity to 
develop at my college and, I am sure, at many other undergraduate institutions sup-
porting a major. These are phrased in language immediately recognizable by the an-
thropology student and teacher. 

  Table   2    identifies twelve abilities often acquired through the undergraduate 
anthropology major. Fewer students and teachers will recognize their major as re-
phrased in this table, but employers will take notice. I advise my students to select 
anthropology and other courses intentionally to increase their competence in the 
abilities listed in  Table   1    and then, when presenting themselves to potential graduate 
schools or employers, to highlight those abilities in the terms used in  Table   2   . Sum-
mer jobs, internships, volunteer work, as well as college classes may provide practice 
in the desirable activities (read “marketable skills”). 

 Advanced majors in our senior seminar practice this transcultural self- presentation 
with exercises in composing résumé language. I begin by examining a résumé as a 

 4  Michael Moffat,  Coming of Age in New Jersey  (Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1986). 
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 cultural text, an element in the process of seeking and offering jobs. We consider when 
and how their intended readers approach résumés. I argue that the résumé, in little 
more than a page, is intended to provoke interest in the writer as a person who can 
do (or learn to do) what the reader wants. In one column students list in their own 
language the experiences, both in their major and in their lives, that they think might 
have value. In a second column they conduct the “first-order” extraction of what skills 
and abilities were expected or practiced in those activities. In the third column they 
rephrase these skills and abilities in résumé language. Usually an anxiety-generating 
activity, composing résumés this way seems to generate more self-confidence.  

  What Careers Do Anthropology B.A.’s Pursue? 

 Students can be brought out of anthro shock by infusions of empirical data. Surveys 
have been conducted to assess what work anthropology students are prepared for and 

 TABLE 1   Some Transferable Skills in the Anthropology Major 

 —Interacting with people of diverse cultures, making allowance for difference in customs and beliefs 

 — Providing insight into social problems by supplying information about how problems—such as aging, conflict, 
or bereavement—are dealt with in other cultures 

 —Interviewing people to obtain information about their attitudes, knowledge, and behavior 

 —Using statistics and computers to analyze data 

 —Adapting approaches used in public relations, marketing, or politics to different population groups 

 —Appraising; classifying; and cataloging rare, old, or valuable objects 

 — Repairing, reconstructing, and preserving cultural artifacts by selecting chemical treatment, temperature, 
humidity, and storage methods 

 —Drawing maps and constructing scale models 

 —Photographing sites, objects, people, and events 

 —Interpreting or translating 

 —Using scientific equipment and measuring devices 

 —Analyzing craft techniques 

 —Cooperating in an ethnographic or archaeological research team 

 — Making policy based on social science research data, problem-solving methods, and professional ethical 
standards 

 —Designing research projects and applying for grants 

 —Producing a research paper in appropriate format and style 

 —Orally presenting research results 

 — Applying a variety of ethnographic data collection techniques: ethnosemantics, proxemics, life histories, 
ethnohistory, folklore, event analysis, genealogies, etc. 

 —Producing and editing a scholarly journal 

 —Leading a pre-professional organization such as a student anthropology society or honors society 

 —Developing public relations for a museum, field project, or conference 

 —Designing, building, installing, and acting as docent for museum exhibits 

 —Coaching, instructing, tutoring, and team-teaching with peers 

 —Studying a second language 

 Source:  Adapted from John T. Omohundro,  Careers in Anthropology  (Mountain View, CA: Mayfield, 1998).
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what fields alumni actually entered. In  Anthropology and Jobs,  H. Russell Bernard and 
Willis Sibley identified thirteen fields that the anthropology B.A. could enter with no 
additional training.  5   These included journalism, police work, and the travel or tour 
industry. They also identified twenty-eight fields the anthropology B.A. could enter 
if additional training, up to the M.A. or M.S. level in the appropriate discipline, was 
acquired. These fields included dietetics, market research, city planning, museums, 
personnel, and community development, to name a few.  

 Ten years later, two of my students conducted a survey of anthropology alumni 
from 32 liberal arts colleges in the northeast U.S.  6   Of the 616 respondents, 62% 
worked in the profit sector, 9% in the non-profit sector, and 6% in government. 16% 
were still in a graduate or professional school.  

 The respondents’ occupations were sorted into seventeen categories. Academics 
accounted for 10%, some of whom were in disciplines other than anthropology, but 
managers (“director,” “administrator,” etc.) dominated at 19%. It appears that a large 

 TABLE 2   Résumé Language for Anthropological Abilities 

  Social agility —In an unfamiliar social or career-related setting, you learn to size up quickly the “rules of the 
game.” You can become accepted more quickly than you could without anthropology. 

  Observation —As you must often learn about a culture from within it, you learn how to interview and observe as a 
participant. 

  Planning —You learn how to find patterns in the behavior of a cultural group. This allows you to generalize about 
their behavior and predict what they might do in a given situation. 

  Social sensitivity —While other people’s ways of doing things may be different from your own, you learn the 
importance of events and conditions that have contributed to this difference. You also recognize that other cultures 
view your ways as strange. You learn the value of behaving toward others with appropriate preparation, care, and 
understanding. 

  Accuracy in interpreting behavior —You become familiar with the range of behavior in different cultures. You 
learn how to look at cultural causes of behavior before assigning causes yourself. 

  Challenging conclusions —You learn that analyses of human behavior are open to challenge. You learn how to 
use new knowledge to test past conclusions. 

  Interpreting information —You learn how to use data collected by others, reorganizing or interpreting it to reach 
original conclusions. 

  Simplifying information —As anthropology is conducted among publics as well as about them, you learn how to 
simplify technical information for communication to non-technical people. 

  Contextualizing —Attention to details is a trait of anthropology. However, you learn that any detail might not be as 
important as its context, and can even be misleading when context is ignored. 

  Problem-solving —Often functioning within a cultural group, or acting upon culturally sensitive issues, you learn 
to approach problems with care. Before acting, you learn how to identify the problem, set your goals, decide upon 
the actions you will take, and calculate possible effects on other people. 

  Persuasive writing —Anthropology strives to represent the behavior of one group to another group, and is in 
continual need of interpretation. You learn the value of bringing someone else to your view through written 
argument. 

   Social perspective —You learn how to perceive the acts of individuals and local groups as cause and effect of larger 
sociocultural systems. This enables you to “act locally and think globally.”  

 Source:  John T. Omohundro,  Careers in Anthropology  (Mountain View, CA: Mayfield, 1998).

 5  H. Russell Bernard and Willis E. Sibley,  Anthropology and Jobs: A Guide for Undergraduates,  American 
Anthropological Association special publication (Washington, DC: American Anthropological Association, 
1975). 

 6  Lawrence W. Kratts and Clarissa Hunter, “Undergraduate Alumni Survey Results,”  Anthropology Newsletter  
(November 1986). 



 C H A P T E R  4 0   Career Advice for Anthropology Undergraduates 389

number of anthropology majors become actors in a bureaucracy, supervising others. 
Medicine, communications, and business together accounted for another 16% of re-
spondents’ current positions. 

 Does this range of work positions outside of anthropology, as usually conceived, 
signal a failure on our part to place our advisees in positions that will utilize their ma-
jor? I don’t think so, and neither do the alumni. 71% of the northeast alumni agreed 
with the statement, “my anthropology education helps me in my current work.” An 
owner of a small business wrote, “All aspects of the [antique] business are satisfy-
ing: attending antique shows, unearthing an early item, researching its age and prov-
enance, restoring or repairing it, and educating a potential customer about it. . . .” 

 Most (81%) of the alumni returning the survey claimed they were satisfied and 
challenged by their current work, and 74% felt their decision to major in anthropology 
was a good one. Some alumni waxed enthusiastic about anthropology as the  foundation 
for a liberal arts education. A banker urged current majors, “Go for it: no one in busi-
ness will ever hold a liberal arts education against you. . . . In the long run this will mark 
you as superior to a crowd of business students. . . .” Alumni highlighted the value in 
their current work of cultural relativism, examining human behavior holistically, and 
using qualitative research methods, all acquired in the major. A social services admin-
istrator reported, “I work as a management analyst in a county social services agency. 
While it is difficult to get an anthro degree recognized as relevant, the anthropological 
approach is, I feel, one of the best for this sort of job. I’m always translating. . . .” 

 More recent surveys of alumni, such as the six colleges in the North Carolina 
system in 1988  7   and a SUNY Plattsburgh survey in 1993,  8   produced similar results. 
The majority of anthropology majors are 1) glad they majored in anthropology, 
2) using some or all of the skills and perspectives they acquired in the major, and 
3) enjoying their work, even if few of them are hanging out shingles bearing the title 
“anthropologist.”   

 Along with their satisfaction, the alumni have some complaints and some advice 
for current students and their teachers. Overall, alumni were disappointed with the 
quality and quantity of career advice they received while undergraduates. They also 
see now that they would have benefitted from more careful choices of electives and 
course work outside of anthropology. 

 The northeast alumni urged current students to take courses in math, statis-
tics, communications, economics, science, and computing. This advice matches that 
offered by alumni from most majors, who recommend courses in administration, 
writing, interpersonal relations, economics, accounting, and math. In our northeast 
survey, anthropology alumni also strongly urged students to gain as much practical 
experience as possible through field schools, lab and methods courses, senior the-
ses, independent research projects, overseas study, and collaboration with professors’ 
research.  

  Conclusion 

 The purpose of this essay has been to help anthropology teachers deal with anthro 
shock among their students. I advocate swift first aid with the easy answer, but it is 

 7  Stanton Tefft, with Cathy Harris and Glen Godwin, “North Carolina Undergraduate Alumni Survey,” 
 Anthropology Newsletter  (January 1988). 

 8  James Armstrong, personal communication, 1993. 



390 P A R T  T E N   Culture Change and Applied Anthropology

essential to have the evidence to back up that answer. I also advocate cooperation 
with careers planning professionals. Anthropology offers many marketable skills, or 
good training for a variety of fields of work, but students, working within the world 
view of college life and transcript semantics, often don’t know how to translate their 
abilities into ones the rest of the world wants. 

 Surveys of alumni show that they pursue many lines of work, enjoy their work, 
are using their anthropological perspective and skills, and are glad they majored in 
anthropology. Their self-descriptions in surveys suggest that they majored in anthro-
pology because its fundamental concepts and methods for understanding human 
behavior matched their long-established dispositions. After college, they found satis-
fying employment in positions where those same dispositions—now more developed 
through the major—were welcome and useful. This led me to a self-discovery theory 
of liberal arts education. That is, college is not a place where the student, as a blank 
slate ready to become a cog, learns “what I need to know to get a job.” Instead, college 
is a place where the student discovers “what I like to do” and then refines his or her 
ability to do it. I’ve discovered that many career planning professionals knew this all 
along. 

 In sum, the evidence is that anthropology students not only find meaningful 
work, but they can use their anthropology to get that work, and we teachers can use 
our anthropology to improve our career advising. Not every anthropologist feels com-
fortable giving career advice, for several reasons, some of which I sympathize with 
and some I don’t. Not every student needs to rush from college to a career, either, but I 
have discussed here some ways to help them if they want to move along. 

 Postscript: Grebbleberry recovered and is now doing fine as a technical illustra-
tor in Oregon, coupling her artistic ability to her love of archaeology.       

      Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

         Review Questions 

   1.    According to Omohundro, what are the “hard” and “easy” answers to the ques-
tion, “What can I do with an anthropology major?”   

   2.    What is the difference between the way people in small-scale and complex socie-
ties make the transition into the world of work?   

   3.    What does Omohundro mean by the term  transcultural presentation?    

   4.    List some of the skills acquired by undergraduate anthropology majors that are 
useful to employers. How can these be translated into résumé language that em-
ployers can understand?   

   5.    According to available studies, in what job sectors do anthropology graduates 
most often find employment?   

   6.    What advice do anthropology graduates have for anthropology programs and 
students?       
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   Glossary 

  Acculturation    The process that takes place 
when groups of individuals having different 
cultures come into first-hand contact, which 
results in change to the cultural patterns of 
both groups.   

  Action anthropology    Any use of anthropo-
logical knowledge for planned change by the 
members of a local cultural group.   

  Adjustment anthropology    Any use of 
anthropological knowledge that makes 
social interaction between persons who op-
erate with different cultural codes more 
predictable.   

  Administrative anthropology    The use 
of anthropological knowledge for planned 
change by those who are external to a local 
cultural group.   

  Advocate anthropology    Any use of anthro-
pological knowledge by the anthropologist 
to increase the power of self-determination 
for a particular cultural group.   

  Affinity    A fundamental principle of rela-
tionship linking kin through marriage.   

  Agriculture    A subsistence strategy involving 
intensive farming of permanent fields through 
the use of such means as the plow, irrigation, 
and fertilizer.   

  Allocation of resources    The knowledge 
people use to assign rights to the ownership 
and use of resources.   

  Applied anthropology    Any use of anthropo-
logical knowledge to influence social interac-
tion, to maintain or change social institutions, 
or to direct the course of cultural change.   

  Authority    The right to make and enforce 
public policy.   

  Bilateral (cognatic) descent    A rule of de-
scent relating someone to a group of consan-
guine kin through both males and females.   

  Borrowing    The adoption of something new 
from another group. Also see  diffusion.    

  Caste    A form of stratification defined by 
unequal access to economic resources and 
prestige, which is acquired at birth and does 
not permit individuals to alter their rank.   

  Clan    A kinship group normally comprising 
several lineages; its members are related by 
a unilineal descent rule, but it is too large to 
enable members to trace actual biological 
links to all other members.   

  Class    A system of stratification defined by 
unequal access to economic resources and 
prestige, but permitting individuals to al-
ter their rank.   

  Coercion    A kind of political support derived 
from threats, use of force, or the promise of 
short-term gain.   

  Consanguinity    The principle of relation-
ship linking individuals by shared ancestry 
(blood).   
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of categories by the observer in order to clas-
sify what is observed.   

  Diffusion    The spread of cultural traits from 
one society to another through a process of 
contact and borrowing.   

  Distribution    The strategies for apportion-
ing goods and services among the members 
of a group.   

  Divination    The use of supernatural force to 
provide answers to questions.   

  Division of labor    The rules that govern the 
assignment of jobs to people.   

  Ecology    The study of the way organ-
isms interact with each other within an 
environment.   

  Economic system    The provision of goods 
and services to meet biological and social 
wants.   

  Egalitarian societies    Societies that, with 
the exception of ranked differences between 
men and women and adults and children, 
provide all people an equal chance at eco-
nomic resources and prestige. Most hunter-
gatherer societies are egalitarian by this 
definition.   

  Endogamy    Marriage within a designated 
social unit.   

  Ethnocentrism    A mixture of belief and feel-
ing that one’s own way of life is desirable 
and actually superior to others’.   

  Ethnography    The task of discovering and 
describing a particular culture.   

  Exogamy    Marriage outside any designated 
group.   

  Explicit culture    The culture that people 
can talk about and of which they are aware. 
Opposite of tacit culture.   

  Extended family    A family that includes two 
or more married couples.   

  Extralegal dispute    A dispute that remains 
outside the process of law and develops into 
repeated acts of violence between groups, 
such as feuds and wars.   

  Family    A residential group composed of at 
least one married couple and their children.   

  Contest    A method of settling disputes re-
quiring disputants to engage in some kind of 
mutual challenge such as singing (as among 
the Inuit).   

  Cosmology    A set of beliefs that defines the 
nature of the universe or cosmos.   

  Court    A formal legal institution in which at 
least one individual has authority to judge 
and is backed up by a coercive system to en-
force decisions.   

  Cultural contact    The situation that occurs 
when two societies with different cultures 
somehow come in contact with each other.   

  Cultural diffusion    The passage of a cul-
tural category, culturally defined behavior, 
or culturally produced artifact from one so-
ciety to another through borrowing.   

  Cultural ecology    The study of the way peo-
ple use their culture to adapt to particular 
environments, the effects they have on their 
natural surrounding, and the impact of the 
environment on the shape of culture, includ-
ing its long-term evolution.   

  Cultural environment    The categories and 
rules people use to classify and explain their 
physical environment.   

  Cultural hybridization    The process by 
which a cultural custom, item, or concept is 
transformed to fit the cultural context of a 
society that borrows it.   

  Culture    The knowledge that is learned, 
shared, and used by people to interpret expe-
rience and generate behavior.   

  Culture shock    A form of anxiety that re-
sults from an inability to predict the be-
havior of others or to act appropriately in 
cross-cultural situations.   

  Descent    A rule of relationship that ties peo-
ple together on the basis of reputed common 
ancestry.   

  Descent groups    Groups based on a rule of 
descent.   

  Detached observer    A researcher who 
adopts the strategy of detached observation, 
an approach to scientific inquiry stressing 
emotional detachment and the construction 
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  Law    The cultural knowledge that people use 
to settle disputes by means of agents who 
have recognized authority.   

  Leadership    The ability to influence others 
to act.   

  Legitimacy    A kind of political support 
based on people’s positive evaluation of pub-
lic policy or positive evaluation of the po-
litical structure and process that produces 
public policy.   

  Lineage    A kinship group based on a unilin-
eal descent rule that is localized, has some 
corporate powers, and whose members can 
trace their actual relationships to each other.   

  Magic    Strategies people use to control 
supernatural power to achieve particular 
results.   

  Mana    An impersonal supernatural force 
inherent in nature and in people. Mana is 
somewhat like the concept of “luck” in U.S. 
culture.   

  Market economies    Economies in which 
production and exchange are motivated by 
market factors: price, supply, and demand. 
Market economies are associated with large 
societies where impersonal exchange is 
common.   

  Market exchange    The transfer of goods 
and services based on price, supply, and 
demand.   

  Marriage    The socially recognized union 
between two people that accords legitimate 
birth status rights to their children.   

  Matrilineal descent    A rule of descent relat-
ing a person to a group of consanguine kin 
on the basis of descent through females only.   

  Metaphor    A comparison, usually linguistic, 
that suggests how two things that are not 
alike in most ways are similar in another.   

  Microculture    The system of knowledge 
shared by members of a group that is part of 
a larger national society or ethnic group.   

  Monogamy    A marriage form in which a 
person is allowed only one spouse at a time.   

  Moot    A community meeting held for the in-
formal hearing of a dispute.   

  Framing    A social construction of a social phe-
nomenon. Social frames are often constructed 
by media sources, political movements, or 
other social groups to present a particular 
point of view about something.   

  Globalization    The process that promotes 
economic, political, and other cultural connec-
tions among people living all over the world.   

  Go-between    An individual who arranges 
agreements and mediates disputes.   

  Grammar    The categories and rules for com-
bining vocal symbols.   

  Guest workers    Individuals who are given 
temporary visas to live and work in another 
country.   

  Horticulture    A kind of subsistence strategy 
involving semi-intensive, usually shifting, ag-
ricultural practices. Slash-and-burn farming 
is a common example of horticulture.   

  Hunting and gathering    A subsistence strat-
egy involving the foraging of wild, naturally 
occurring foods.   

  Incest taboo    The cultural rule that prohib-
its sexual intercourse and marriage between 
specified classes of relatives.   

  Industrialism    A subsistence strategy marked 
by intensive, mechanized food production 
and elaborate distribution networks.   

  Inequality    A human relationship marked 
by differences in power, authority, prestige, 
and access to valued goods and services, and 
by the payment of deference.   

  Informant    A person who teaches his or her 
culture to an anthropologist.   

  Infralegal dispute    A dispute that occurs 
below or outside the legal process without 
involving regular violence.   

  Innovation    A recombination of concepts 
from two or more mental configurations into 
a new pattern that is qualitatively different 
from existing forms.   

  Kinship    The complex system of social rela-
tionships based on marriage (affinity) and 
birth (consanguinity).   

  Language    The system of cultural knowl-
edge used to generate and interpret speech.   
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  Polyandry    A form of polygamy in which a 
woman has two or more husbands at one 
time.   

  Polygamy    A marriage form in which a per-
son has two or more spouses at one time. 
Polygyny and polyandry are both forms of 
polygamy.   

  Polygyny    A form of polygamy in which a 
man is married to two or more women at 
one time.   

  Prayer    A petition directed at a supernatural 
being or power.   

  Priest    A full-time religious specialist who 
intervenes between people and the supernat-
ural, and who often leads a congregation at 
regular cyclical rites.   

  Production    The process  of  making 
something.   

  Public    The group of people a policy will 
affect.   

  Ramage    A cognatic (bilateral) descent 
group that is localized and holds corporate 
responsibility.   

  Rank societies    Societies stratified on the 
basis of prestige only.   

  Reciprocal exchange    The transfer of goods 
and services between two people or groups 
based on their role obligations. A form of 
nonmarket exchange.   

  Redistribution    The transfer of goods and 
services between a group of people and a 
central collecting service based on role ob-
ligation. The U.S. income tax is a good 
example.   

  Refugees    People who flee their country of 
origin because they share a well-founded 
fear of persecution.   

  Religion    The cultural knowledge of the su-
pernatural that people use to cope with the 
ultimate problems of human existence.   

  Respondent    An individual who responds 
to questions included on questionnaires; the 
subject of survey research.   

  Revitalization movement    A deliberate, 
conscious effort by members of a society to 
construct a more satisfying culture.   

  Morpheme    The smallest meaningful cat-
egory in any language.   

  Multicultural    Literally, more than one cul-
ture. Usually applied to situations where 
groups with different cultural backgrounds 
are part of a larger social aggregate.   

  Mythology    Stories that reveal the religious 
knowledge of how things have come into 
being.   

  Naive realism    The notion that reality is 
much the same for all people everywhere.   

  Nonlinguistic symbols    Any symbols that 
exist outside the system of language and 
speech; for example, visual symbols.   

  Nuclear family    A family composed of a 
manned couple and their children.   

  Ordeal    A supernaturally controlled, pain-
ful, or physically dangerous test, the out-
come of which determines a person’s guilt or 
innocence.   

  Pastoralism    A subsistence strategy based on 
the maintenance and use of large herds of 
animals.   

  Patrilineal descent    A rule of descent relat-
ing consanguine kin on the basis of descent 
through males only.   

  Personified supernatural force    Super-
natural force inherent in supernatural be-
ings such as goddesses, gods, spirits, and 
ghosts.   

  Phoneme    The minimal category of speech 
sounds that signals a difference in meaning.   

  Phonology    The categories and rules for 
forming vocal symbols.   

  Phratry    A group composed of two or more 
clans. Members acknowledge unilineal de-
scent from a common ancestor but recog-
nize that their relationship is distant.   

  Physical environment    The world as people 
experience it with their senses.   

  Policy    Any guideline that can lead directly 
to action.   

  Political system    The organization and 
process of making and carrying out public 
policy according to cultural categories and 
rules.   
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  Role    The culturally generated behavior as-
sociated with particular statuses.   

  Sacrifice    The giving of something of value 
to supernatural beings or forces.   

  Self-redress    The actions taken by an in-
dividual who has been wronged to settle a 
dispute.   

  Semantics    The categories and rules for re-
lating vocal symbols to their referents.   

  Shaman    A part-time religious special-
ist who controls supernatural power, often 
to cure people or affect the course of life’s 
events.   

  Slash-and-burn agriculture    A form of hor-
ticulture in which wild land is cleared and 
burned over, farmed, then permitted to lie 
fallow and revert to its wild state.   

  Social acceptance    A process that involves 
learning about an innovation, accepting an 
innovation as valid, and revising one’s cul-
tural knowledge to include the innovation.   

  Social groups    The collections of people 
that are organized by culturally defined rules 
and categories.   

  Social network    An assortment of people 
with whom an individual regularly interacts 
but who themselves do not regularly form an 
organized group.   

  Social situation    The categories and rules 
for arranging and interpreting the settings in 
which social interaction occurs.   

  Social stratification    The ranking of people 
or groups based on their unequal access to 
valued economic resources and prestige.   

  Sociolinguistic rules    Rules specifying the 
nature of the speech community, the partic-
ular speech situations within a community, 
and the speech acts that members use to 
convey their messages.   

  Sorcery    The malevolent practice of magic.   

  Speech    The behavior that produces mean-
ingful vocal sounds.   

  Spirit possession    The control of a person 
by a supernatural being in which the person 
becomes that being.   

  Status    A culturally defined position associ-
ated with a particular social structure.   

  Stratified societies    Societies that are at 
least partly organized on the principle of so-
cial stratification. Contrast with  egalitarian  
and  rank societies.    

  Subject    The person who is observed in a so-
cial or psychological experiment.   

  Subsistence economies    Economies that 
are local and that depend largely on the 
nonmarket mechanisms, reciprocity, and 
redistribution to motivate production and 
exchange.   

  Subsistence strategies    Strategies used by 
groups of people to exploit their environ-
ment for material necessities. Hunting and 
gathering, horticulture, pastoralism, agri-
culture, and industrialism are subsistence 
strategies.   

  Supernatural    Things that are beyond the 
natural. Anthropologists usually recognize a 
belief in such things as goddesses, gods, spir-
its, ghosts, and  mana  to be signs of super-
natural belief.   

  Support    Anything that contributes to 
the adoption of public policy and its 
enforcement.   

  Symbol    Anything that humans can sense 
that is given an arbitrary relationship to its 
referent.   

  Tacit culture    The shared knowledge of 
which people usually are unaware and do 
not communicate verbally.   

  Technology    The part of a culture that in-
volves the knowledge that people use to 
make and use tools and to extract and refine 
raw materials.   

  Transcendent values    Values that override 
differences in a society and unify the group.   

  Transnational    Literally, across national 
borders.   

  Ultimate problems    Universal human prob-
lems, such as death, the explanation of evil, 
and the meaning of life, and transcendent 
values that can be answered by religion.   
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  World system    The economic incorporation 
of different parts of the world into a system 
based on capitalism, not politics.   

  Worldview    The way people characteristi-
cally look out on the universe.     

  Unit of production    The group of people re-
sponsible for producing something.   

  Witchcraft    The reputed activity of people 
who inherit supernatural force and use it for 
evil purposes.   
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