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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading thisUnit thelearnerswould be ableto:

> explaintheconcept of socid and cultura anthropology;

» comprehend the reasons for distinguishing between social and cultural
anthropol ogy, the context inwhichit devel oped;

> figure out the application or scope of having learnt social and cultural
anthropology; and

» gragpastowhyitisimportant to betrainedinsocial and cultura anthropol ogy.

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Inorder to know about socid and culturd anthropol ogy, thelearner must first [earn
about what society isand what cultureis? How arethey related and how arethey
different? Most of usgo through lifetaking these entitiesas given, we never reflect
onthefact that society and culturearenot likethe natural environment, they are not
given and they arenot created by any divineintervention, dthough for alongtime,
peopledid believethat society wasacreation of God and that culturewassomething
that wasdivinely ordained. Let ustakefor examplethe matter of food, or what we
egt. Many people, infact amgjority of peopleacrosstheglobeesat what they consider
food, in other words not merely something edible or something that ahuman body
candigest, but something that they believe should be eaten, and similarly thereare
foodsthat cannot be eaten, again not because they are not food in the biological
sense of theword, and thereare peoplewho do eat what some other people consider
non- food. Even more than that, for many people some things are forbidden by
religion or asthey believe by their God; so that eating of forbidden foods may
actudly beasin.
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But if wereflect upon dl thesetaboos and examinethem fromanintellectud point of
view, it becomes clear that these are forbidden not by God but by culture, and these
culturd taboos are often aproduct of history, of circumstancesand may havetheir
hiddenrationality (Harris1985). Again, reflecting uponwhat issociety andwhat is
culture, we come to the conclusion that these are human creations, may be not
conscious, but certainly by the operation of reasoning that evolvesover historical
timeandissituated within socia, economic and political contexts. Neither society,
nor cultureisstatic. They evolve and transform over time. What may have been
cons dered wrong & one point of timebecomesright at another point of time. Inthis
unit wewould examine these conceptsin somewhat greater details.

11 SOCIETYAND CULTURE

A human child isborninto apre-existing set of socia relationships. Assoonasa
childisborn, it hassomerdatives, that includesitsparents, itssblings, itsgrandparents
and so on. Theserelativesinturn are part of alarger set of relationshipswecall a
kinship network that may be part of an even larger group likeaclan, or acaste, and
findly the set of relationshipsisclosed and wehaveasociety that hasanidentity like
aspecifictribe, an ethnic group or acountry, nation or linguistic community. The
sense of belonging to agroup iscalled associa identity. Thisidentity can have
severd layers. Thusif oneisan Indian, we can say that we bel ong to Indian society.
Within Indian society, we can say webelong to areligiouscommunity, likebeing a
Hindu or aChristian or we can be belonging to atribe or to acaste group.

At eachlevel, wecan say that society isanetwork of relationshipsand belonging to
aparticular set of relationshipsgivesusanidentity. Someidentitiesarethe onesthat
wearebornwith, theseare known as ascribed and somewe pick up later in lifeand
theseareknown asacquired. Theidentitiesthat weareborn with also makeusinto
aparticular typeof person. Like speaking aparticul ar language or even languages,
eating akind of food, following aparticular way of lifeand worshipping particular
deitiesand believing in certain thingsasif they werethetruth. Thislast aspect is
known asaworld-view. Each oneof ushasaparticular cognition about theworld
welivein, and have prescribed waysto deal with our life situations.

We arethusborninto aset of relationshipswecall society and by virtue of being
borninaspecifictimeand placewe acquire certain ways of doing and thinking that
wecall asculture. A cultureisaway of life, apattern of doing things, and aset of
meaningsthat weimposeupontheworldaround us. It isthrough culturethat everything
around usbecomes meaningful. Itisculture that al so makeshuman beingsdifferent
from each other for cultureisan acquired and not agenetictrait.

Ashumanswe are one species and as a specieswe have common traits. One of
these human traitsisthe capacity for symbolic behaviour or the capacity for abstract
thinking. Human beings canimagine, they can attribute meaningsto objectsthat is
not an inherent property of that object. Thus sounds for humans can become
organised into language where soundstake on meaningsthat arearbitrarily assgned
tothem. Thisisthereasonwhy thereare o many, infact numerous humanlanguages,
each different from the other. We can call for exampleafrogin so many different
waysand thisis possible because none of these soundsthat mean afrogin different
languages arein any way connected with thefrog asan object. In other wordsall
labels and names (sounds) are arbitrary. Thisisthe reason why humans as one
species show thelargest variety inwhat they eat, do or theway inwhichthey live.



We do not live by our geneticsor our instincts but by aself- acquired mechanism
caled culture (Kaplanand Manners 1972).

But to have cultureonemust beapart of asociety for asaready indicated cultureis
not aninherent trait, it isacquired. So how doesahuman acquire culture, itisby
being borninand being brought upin asociety. Welearnto livein society inaway
that society can reproduceitself. Welearn to behave according to rulesthat we call
associa norms. These socid normsand rulesare acquired by transmissionthrough
processeswecal associdisation or theway inwhich ahuman childisbrought up by
itsadult caregivers. Wealso acquire or learn theways of lifeand the meaningsthat
providetheblue print for behaviour, likewhat to eat and how to eat, what to wear
and how to wear, how to behavelike aproper member of the society and how not
toliveso asto not becomeasocia drop out. Thesewaysof moving, speaking, the
knowledge of collective meaningsis called as cultureand the process of acquiring
cultureiscalled asenculturation.

These two processesgo hand in hand. Welearn thereis something called a parent
child relationship, thisis sociali sation and welearn the appropri ate behaviour that
goeswiththisrdationship andthisiscaled enculturation.

Check Your Progress1
1. Whatissocid identity?
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6. How isculturetransmitted from onegeneration to the next?

1.2 SOCIALAND CULTURALANTHROPOLOGY

Socia anthropology deals primarily with the study of socia relationshipsand the
study of what wecall associa ingtitutionslikefamily, kinship, political institutions
and economicingitutions. They study normsand rulesof behaviour and thestructures
that congtitute society.

Culturd anthropol ogi sts study symbol s and meaning systems, they study valuesand
beliefsand what arethe underlying principlesthat guide action. Although rd ated, the
two branches emphasise different aspects and approach their subject matter
differently. For example, if oneis studying political institutions from a social
perspective, then onewill study theingtitutiona structureof thepolitical system, like
if itisaPanchayd, thenthestructureof personnd, their rightsand duties, thehierarchy
and normsand principlesof interaction etc. If oneisstudying thepolitical arenafrom
acultural perspectivethen, onewill not focuson thestructura aspectsbut will focus
on the negotiations of power, the strategiesand the tactics by which power isused
and manipulated. From acultural perspectiveone may focus not on the positions
themsalvesbut the processes by which these are obtai ned. Thecultura anthropologists
would focus on the symbol s by which power is manifested and the subtle use of
meaningsin express ng and maintaining power.

Historically the socia anthropol ogica perspectivewasdevel oped in Britain and the
European continent, foll owing the French School of Mauss, Hubert and Durkheim.
The doyens of the social anthropological perspective were scholars like A.R.
Raddliffe-Brown, E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Bronidaw Malinowski, Raymond Firthand
othersof the British school and they influenced Indian anthropologistslike M.N.
Srinivasand others. Structures of hierarchy, co-operati on and associ ation, formal
rulesof behaviour and normsof interaction formsthefocusof socia anthropol ogical
andyss.

Cultura anthropology devel opedinthe U.S.A. for historica reasons. Thefounding
father of cultural anthropology inAmericawasFranz Boas. Hewasfollowed by his
students, such asAlfred Kroeber, Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedi ct, Ruth Bunzd and
other distinguished scholarslike Darryl Forde, Melville Herskovits, Ralph Linton
and others. It dealsmorewith the super-organic (cultural) aspectsthan with actua
existing socia relationships as most of the indigenous people of Americawere
dispersed or eliminated in the process of colonisation. Culture also examinesthe
historical and environmental aspects as culture is supposed by definition to be
historically derived and environmentaly contextuaised. Thusinacultura approach
wewill examinehow culturd traitsdeve op, diffuse, adapt to the surroundingsand
how they form part of alarger system of meanings.

Whileculturd aspectslikemeaningsand vauesarea so discussedinasocid rlaiond
approach, they aresubverted to the primary focuson structures. Similarly inacultura
gpproach thestructuresform only abackground againgt which meaningsand symbol s
arecontextualised.
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7. What dosocia anthropologistsfocuson when they study communities? and Relevance

9. Namesomeof theearly scholarswhoworked inthefield of socia anthropology
from Britainand Europe.

10. Name some of the early scholars who worked in the field of cultura
anthropology fromU.S.A.

1.3 SCOPE OFSOCIAL AND CULTURAL
ANTHROPOLOGY

You must bewondering, asyou learn thissubject, asto what isthe scopeof being a
socid or acultura anthropologist? What arethe areas of knowledgethat thissubject
touchesupon?Youwill be happy to know that socia/cultura anthropol ogy hasone
of thewidest scope as compared to any other subject, for it deal sdirectly with the
human situation. If we study ourselves as human beings, thisisthe subject that we
rely upon. In anthropol ogy, humans aretreated asatotdity and not s mply asabody
(medical science) or amind (psychology) or asan animal species (zoology). Of
coursethere are subjectslike history and geography that come closeto cultural
anthropol ogy, but they too do not deal with all aspectsof being human. Thusasa
culturd anthropologist, youwill study history but it need not only bethewritten or
documented history that historiansusud |y rely upon, but it will includewhat wecall
asord history and ethno-history. Anthropol ogi ststake people astheir primary subject
of study, for them it ismoreimportant to know the peopl€e' sversion of history for it
isthisversionthat motivatesand triggersaction. Peopleact accordingto their beliefs
and ethno-history or the peopl€ sversion of their history iswhat isgoing to predict
how peaplewill behave. Anthropol ogistsare not concerned with what isdocumented
and followed by the academic community but what isbelieved in and followed by
the common peopleat large. It isthelatter version that determinesthe course of
history and shapescoll ective human action. 13
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It must be noted that anthropology does not focus on the individua like the
psychologists, they areonly interested in the collective and the public domain. Both
society and culturearein therealm of thetotal society and athough shared, do not
refer toindividua charactersor propendties. Thereation of individuasto society, in
thesensethat how theindividua isshaped by society, and how theindividua sthrough
their actions and behaviour reproduce society is a matter of concern for
anthropol ogists. For example humansdo not mate, they marry, in other words, who
they chooseastheir partner islargely determined by their cultural conditioning, even
when one assumesthat thereisafreechoice. For exampleintheAmerican society,
marriageis supposed to be determined by freeindividual choice but actua study of
marriagesindicatethat mgjority of marriagesrarely take place acrosstheracial and
eventheclassdivide. But at the sametime, associety ischanging, thevaueswith
respect tointer-racial marriageisalso changing, thus social and cultura changes
often accompany each other. Inthe U.S.A. for example, the election of ablack
president, the changesin perception due to urbanisation and education and the
generally libera attitudes of some partsof the U.S.A. hasled to aseachangein
patterns of marriage (Biaik 2017). Datafrom the few research centersindicates
that there has been amorethan five- fold increasefrom 3%in 1967 to 17% among
al newlywedstowardsinter-racial marriage patternin 2015. Among all married
peoplein 2015, 10% show inter-racial marriage. Of coursethe occurrence of 10%
marriage showsthat for alongtime, peoplein U.S.A. did not marry acrosstherace
dividethatisonly picking upinrecent times. Yet thevery figuresindicatethat cultura
prejudices do come in the way of a society being truly open, even when it is
ideologicaly so. Anthropol ogistsare by trainingimmensdy suited to investigate the
occurrence of suchinhibitionsinan open society, wherethereexist nolega or socia
barriers to inter-marriage. The facts aso indicate that change is occurring.
Anthropol ogistswoul d engagein studying both theinitia existenceof the prejudices
and also analysing the deeper causes of changes, when they occur.

Cultural anthropol ogistswould look for the changing meanings of marriage, the
changing colour symbols and changes in values and ideology. The social
anthropologistswould look for structural changes, the changing economic and power
equationsand transforming hierarchies. The election of ablack presidentintheUS
indicatesboth changesin socid hierarchiesand power structuresaswell it indicates
culturd transformationsof values. Thisisnot to say that thereissuch adivision of
labour between socid and cultura anthropol ogistsasmost scholarswould ook for
adl thesefactors. Thuswe prefer to usethe combined term socid/cultura anthropology
in recent timesthan emphasi seupon oneor the other.

Socia anthropology focuses generally upon aspects of society such as social
dratification, sudiesof socid inditutionssuch asthose pertaining to economy, politics,
religionand law. A mgjor aspect of socid anthropological studiesisthat pertainingto
kinship, family and marriage. The classical works of these kindswere the books:
African Systems of Kinship and Marriage, African Political Systems, Witchcr aft
among the Azande, The Nuers, Nuer Religion and so on. Socia anthropol ogists
aso sudied changeand varioustypesof socid transformations. Withtheincorporation
of Marxism into anthropology, the aspect of history was also covered in
anthropologicad andysis.

Culturd anthropol ogistswere bl eto ventureinto many moredirections, theAmerican
school gaveriseto ecologica anthropol ogy, psychological anthropol ogy, medica
anthropol ogy, linguistic anthropol ogy, historica anthropol ogy and now we havemany
morebranchesof anthropol ogy, like enterpri seanthropol ogy, anthropol ogy of women,
anthropol ogy of tourism, anthropol ogy of disaster and risk management and any



other number of fiel dsinto which anthropol ogistsnow venture. In every casethe
anthropol ogiststry to bring their methodol ogy of qualitative, in-depth analysisand
datacollectioninto each of these aspects of human existence. Where we compete
with dready exigting disciplineslike psychol ogy and history, theanthropol ogistsjudtify
their existence by their method.

Psychol ogica anthropol ogistsdiffer from psychologistsinthat whilepsychologists
believetha thehuman branand mindaresmilar indl human bengsand that classica
psychological studiestrested al human mindsasdike, psychologica anthropol ogy
investigatesthe rd ationship between theindividua mind and culture (Bourguignon
1979). According to the founders of the culture and personality school, that led to
theformation of psychologica anthropol ogy asasub-disciplineof social/cultural
anthropology, if weaccept Freud'stheory of early childhood experiences affecting
adult persondity, then sncedifferent culturespracticedifferent child rearing practices,
thereisgoingto beacollective cultural influenceon dl children brought upinthe
sameculture, that will giveriseto somecollective persondity traitsin personssubjected
to the similar process of enculturation. For example practices such as feeding,
weaning, toilet training and d egp patternsof infantsarelargely conditioned by culturd
norms. For examplein South Asia, most children deep with their mothersand are
carriedinthelap or back of parentsand adult care givers. InAmerican society on
the other hand, eveninfantsare put in aseparateroom and bed and arecarried in
strollersand dmost never inthelap. Thesefundamental differencesinthehandling
of thechild arelikely to produce differencesin adult personality. Contemporary
psychol ogiststoo have begun to incorporate the concept of cross-cultura personaity
traitsintheir work (see Schwartz, Whiteand Lutz 1992).

Reflection

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) proposed the psychoanalytic theory
(psyche=themind and analysis=looking at the partsof the mind individual ly
to see how they relate). It is the first theory that describes the stages of
development through childhood. The basic premise of the theory is that
the biological urges move an individual through a series of stages that is
responsiblefor shaping one's personality.

Freud had given histheory of early childhood personality devel opment based
on what he considered universal human traits largely biologically
determined. According to Freud three stages are involved particularly,
oral, anal and oedipal and get resolved by cultural means such asweaning,
toilet training and cultural interpretation of parenthood.

Eminent socid anthropologists John Besttie haswritten that “ Socid anthropologists
infact concern themselveswith three different levels of data; (i) * what actually
happens, (ii) ‘what peoplethink happens and (iii) what they think ought to happen,
their legd and moral values’ (Besttiec.f. Mooreand Sanders 2006: 149). Thusthe
firgt isoften established by Satisticd andysisliketheexampleof inter-racia marriage
that we have aready talked about. Anthropol ogistswill not be satisfied by such
mere statement of data. They now go into the detail sof social interaction between
thedifferent ‘races’, their normsand values of interaction, eventheir history and
context. They would asculturd anthropol ogists examinethe symbolic sgnificance
of raceand themoral aspects. A | ot about theseinteractionswould depend on how
peopl einterpret and understand the institution of marriage. Thus anthropol ogists
engagein multi-faceted analysi staking various dimens ons of aphenomenoninto
account.

Social and Cultural
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Check Your Progress3
11. Statethesubject matter of Social Anthropol ogy.

1.4 THERELEVANCE OFSOCIALAND
CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY

It isalso accepted in anthropol ogical theory that thereal social conditions do not
show up onthesurface but are at deeper layersbel ow thevisiblereality, and to look
for thereal reasons, onemay haveto go deeper. Thisisthereasonthat anthropologica
methodsrequirelong term and engaged study of aparticular Stuationor ‘field'. This
in-depth study ismostly qualitative in nature where one engageswith real human
beingsrather thanjust rely on secondary detaor seigtics. Thisiswhereanthropologists
differ significantly from economists, asto them conceptslike poverty arenot just
statistical figuresbut relateto rea people, their livesand their redl life conditions.
Anthropol ogiststend to put aface on thefactsthat they present.

Theethnographic method, asthe anthropol ogica method of doing ahalistic study of
aspecificarea, iscalled, often usesasdata, personal narratives, life historiesand
facetofaceinterviewswithrea people. It dsoinvolvestheanthropol ogist going and
staying for long periods of timewith the peoplewho are being studied and whose
livesarethen shared by them. Thisisknown in anthropologica language as* going
native . Thusanthropological fieldwork involvesthe subjectiveinteraction of the
anthropologist with the field that can no longer be viewed as an object. The
subjectivitiesof theinformantsand that of the anthropologist form aninteraction
wherethe subjective sef of the anthropol ogist cannot beignored. In other words
theanthropol ogist isnot the passive, objective, scientific observer of thelaboratory
stuation; he or sheisaliving human being in contact with other human beingsand
thus hisor her emotionsand sentimentsremain dive. Thefieldwork situationisan
interaction of one human being with othersand thereforethereisacognitive and
perceptud dement from both sdes. Thevery presenceof theanthropol ogist transforms
thefield asothers begin to interact with the scholar, who becomes situated in the
field, asapart of it (Clifford and Marcus 1990). Thisvery subjectivity, thelack of
so-cdled scientific objectivity isthehall mark of theanthropol ogical method.

Such closeinteractionswith the human beings often bring out datathat would never
be accessibleby any superficia or short term methods. The scope of anthropology
thus extendsto every dimension of human life but in away that these areas are
accessed with humane concern and empeathy. Theanthropol ogiststhusfind themsdlves
asadvocatesfor the peoplethey study, representing them and fighting for them at
variousforums. Theanthropologists immersioninthefidd, give them anempathetic



rel ationship with them, sothat they often end up thinking likethem. Thusthe scholar
also becomesan activist or he or she appliesthe knowledge that they have gained
for the good of the people who they begin to identify as their own. Most
anthropologistsrefer to their informantsas‘ my peopl € ; often formingalifelong
relaionshipwith them.

Themost important contribution of anthropology asadisciplineistolearntomove
beyond what isknown as* ethno-centrism’. Sinced | human beingsare enculturated
into aparticular way of life, itisa so very common for peopleto get into the mind-
set that their way of lifeisthebest way. Evenif peoplearenot conscioudly thinking
inthesetermsweget used to accepting somethingsas‘ normd’ anditisvery difficult
for usto move beyond this comfort zone of what we consider the appropriate way
of living. Many kindsof cultural practicesand habits gppear ‘ disgusting’, * shocking’
or strange to some peoplewhilethey may be perfectly acceptableand ‘ normal’ for
those who practice them. Thus eating dogs, men wearing skirts, women shaving
their heads, marriagesof infants, femaleinfanticideetc. are practicesthat may shock
or producedisgust in thosewho may not be used to them.

Anthropologistson the other hand aretrained to stretch their power of acceptance
to stretched limitswhere, even if they may not bring themsel vesto practice these
customs, can at least try to justify them for peoplewho do, for exampleread Felix
Padd’s (2011) work on human sacrifice among the Kondh tribes of Orissa, where
evenif not exactly supporting the custom, he shows how the practiceitself was
distorted and blown out of proportion by the British administratorswho used this
datato project theKondhsas* primitive’ and barbaric. Hea so demonstratesthrough
theuseof archival and field data, how the British intervention inthismatter and their
ruthless persecution of thetribal swasfar more savage and caused far more human
mi sery than was ever caused by the actua practice of human sacrifice.

Thusaprimary work of anthropologistsisto investigatetherea data, to go beyond
stereotypes and pre udicesto analyse with an open mind. To the anthropol ogists,
thereare societiesand there are cultures. They are also now strongly committed to
thevalueof not judging any culturd or socid practiceand to only understand things
intheir own context. Thismoving beyond ethnocentrismtowardsauniversal humanism
isnow the hallmark of being an anthropologist. As students of anthropol ogy you
must a so learn to be non-judgmentd, to appreciate diversity and to understand that
humanslive accordingto their cultureand culturesare not genetic, but acquired as
membersof divergent societies. Itisahumantrait that weare diversein our waysof
lifeand therelevance of anthropol ogy whichisahuman aswell asahumane science
istounderstand thisdiversity and learn to respect it. Anthropol ogistsare extremely
respectful of thewaysof other peopleand they arealso making all effortsto extend
thisappreciation to others, so that more and more peopleareableto understand the
relevanceand need of cultura diversity and tolerancefor waysnot their own.

Check Your Progress4
13. Describetheterm‘goingnative' .
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14. Whatissubjectivity?

1.5 SUMMARY

Inthisunit you havelearnt the basi cs about the discipline of social and cultural
anthropology. The student had been told the difference as well as the integral
rel ationship between society and culture and how both of theseare ahall mark of
our existence ashumans on thisearth. Without culture there are no humans and
without soci ety there can be no cultureasit isbehaviour, valuesand practicesthat
welearn only as members of society and society cannot be reproduced as aset of
enduring relationshipsif people did not behave according to the cultural norms.
Thus socia groups such as caste, tribe and ethnic groups reproduce themselves
through theingtitutionsof marriage. But peopleareculturally conditionedto marry in
away that they reproducetheir societies.

We have learnt how anthropology as a discipline has got a wide scope as
anthropol ogical methods and methodol ogy, is capable of understanding dmost any
phenomenon pertaining to human sodi ety and human behaviour. Thusrdigion, palitics,
philasophy, psychology and economicsareall withinthe purview of anthropol ogy,
except that anthropol ogy approachesthese dimensionsof society inamanner quite
different from those adopted classically in the disciplines of say, psychology,
economicsand palitical science. Today many of them including historiansareadopting
what we understand asthe ethnographic method. Feldwork or thegathering of data
from peopledirectlyissomething that psychologists, culturd geographersand higtorians
are also doing. Social and cultural anthropologists have the unique ability to
communicateacross culturesand thisdoes not just mean spesking the samelanguage
but it meansthat they are ableto break down the cognitive barrier that usualy exists
between personsof different culturesor even classand community background. In
thenext unit wewill explorethe history and development of social and cultural

anthropol ogy.
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1.7 ANSWERSTO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

refer tosection 1.1.
refer to section 1.1.
refer tosection 1.1.
No.

1

2

3

4

5. refertopara6of sectionl1.1.
6. refertosectionl.l.

7. refertosection1.2.

8. refertosection1.2.

9

A.R. Raddiffe-Brown, E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Bronidaw Mainowski, Raymond
Firth and others.

10. Franz Boas, Alfred Kroeber, Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, Ruth Bunzdl,
Darryl Forde, MéelvilleHerskovits, Ralph Linton and others.

11. refertosection 1.3 paragraph four.
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12.
13.
14.
15.

refer to section 1.3 paragraph five.
refer to section 1.4 paragraph two.
refer tosection 1.4.
refer to section 1.4.



