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PREFACE

Anthropology is a social science, which studies mankind
in its entirety. The term in its literal sense means, “study
of mankind”, as it is a combination of two Greek words,
namely, anthropos and logos. Anthropology has gained
popularity rapidly within the social/ behavioral sciences
circle. Through its various fields of specialization, it
offers us great insights into the ways of lives of human

societies across time and space.

Although the science of anthropology studies all human
societies across time and space, it has conventionally
been accepted to associate anthropology with the study
of the societies and problems of the traditional, non-

western peoples.

Health science students learning this discipline have a
great advantage of gaining fresh insights and practical
benefits in their personal lives and professional
practices.  Anthropology along with other sisterly
disciplines such as sociology, economics, social
psychology, human/ cultural geography, history and

political sciences has now become essential component



of the health and medical sciences curricula in
universities and other training institutions abroad.
Following this example, similar institutions in Ethiopia

have also included them in their curricula.

Before going any further, | want to make clear that due
to its more relevance to the conditions and contexts of
developing societies such as Ethiopia; as well as due to
the fact that the new health policy of the country
focuses on the social, cultural, behavioral, and related
dimensions_of health; this teaching material is more of
sociocultural ~ anthropology, = and hence may
appropriately labeled as Introduction to Sociocultural

Anthropology.

These lecture notes on introductory sociocultural
anthropology are prepared for the health and medical
sciences students in institutions of higher learning in
Ethiopia. Their purpose is to provide the students with
basic ideas and knowledge in the science of
anthropology in general and sociocultural anthropology
in particular. By learning the materials presented in
these lecture notes, it is believed that students will be

able to understand and appreciate the basic issues,



principles and approaches of sociocultural anthropology.
Students may also gain an indirect benefit of
appreciating the social, cultural, and behavioral
dimensions of health and disease.

Specifically, the main learning objective of introduction
to sociocultural anthropology is.to familiarize students
with the basic ideas, issues, concepts and principles of
anthropology. Students will be able to describe the
meaning, scopes, methods, history and uses of
anthropology, and its relations to other disciplines. The
students will be also able to appreciate the relevance of
sociocultural anthropology in their personal and future
professional practice. The last chapter on medical
anthropology will particularly help students understand
the “applications of anthropology in health/ medical

sciences.

The lecture notes are organized seven chapters.
Chapter One deals with introductory issues such as the
definition, history, branches, subject-matter and
importance of anthropology and its relations to other
disciplines. Chapter Two deals with major perspectives
of sociocultural anthropology and research methods. In

Chapter Three, the concept of culture is discussed.



Major themes and concepts in the anthropology of
culture are introduced in this section. Chapter Four
covers topics in kinship, family and marriage. In Chapter
Five, the anthropology of religion is presented. Here, the
meaning, forms, functions and medical relevance of
religion and its beliefs and practices are discussed.
Important other concepts in sociocultural anthropology
such as cross-cultural issues of gender, ethnicity and
race, and their implications for health are raised and
discussed in Chapter Six. The last Chapter deals with

selected concepts and topics in medical anthropology.

Each chapter begins with learning objectives, ends with
a chapter summary and has review questions. Inside the
text, there are illustrative boxes, tables and figures
which are meant to aid the students in utilizing the notes
more effectively. Throughout the text, key terms and
concepts are highlighted in bold and they are put in
glossary  section for —easy reference. Important
references used in preparing these lecture notes are
also cited in the text and they are put in bibliographical
section. However, it is advisable to use the lecture notes

as complementary materials. Students should refer to



the textbooks and other references for detailed and

richer knowledge.

The author wishes an enjoyable and fruitful reading for

the students.







these lecture notes. They have made valuables

comments | say, “Thank you very much!”

| finally want to assure all the reviewers who contributed
to this teaching material that all of your relevant and
precious comments are well taken and incorporated into

this final version.

Zerihun D. Doffana, MA, Social Anthropology
June 2005
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Introduction to Sociocultural Anthropology

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Learning Objectives

After completing this Chapter, the students are expected

to:

Define anthropology and describe its basic
concerns and subject matter;

Describe the different sub-fields of anthropology;
Explain how and why sociocultural anthropology
as a science emerged;

Appreciate the contributions and applications of
anthropology in personal and professional-lives;
and

Compare and contrast anthropology with other

related behavioral or social sciences.

1.1. What is Anthropology?

The term anthropology is a combination of two words

derived from Greek language: anthropos and logos.

The term anthropos is equivalent to the word mankind or

human being, while logos means study or science. So
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putting the two words together, anthropology is the
study or science of mankind or humanity. The following

are two important, simple, definitions of anthropology:

Box 1.1. A simple definition of anthropology

Anthropology is the study or science of mankind

or humanity

e Anthropology is the study of humanity.

» Anthropology is a broad scientific discipline
dedicated to the comparative study of humans as
a group, from its first appearance on earth to its

present stage of development.

In-a more specific term, anthropology is science which:

« Investigates the strategies for living that are
learned and shared by people as members of
human social groups;

e Examines the characteristics that human beings
share as members of one species (homo
sapiens) and the diverse ways that people live

in different environments; and
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e Analyzes the products of social groups: material
objects (tools, cloths, houses, etc) and non-
material creations (beliefs, values, practices,
institutions, etc). (World Book Encyclopedia.
Vol.1 PP. 545-548)

It should further be stressed that anthropology focuses
on (1) the origin of humans, (2) the evolutionary
development of humans, (3) human physical, bio-
chemical and cultural variations, and (4) the material

possessions and cultural heritages of humans.

Anthropology seeks to explain how and why people are
both similar and different through examination of our
biological and cultural past and comparative study of
contemporary human societies (Howard and Dunaif-
Hattis, 1992:3). Howard and Dunaif-Hattis (1992) further
note that:
Anthropology’s ultimate goal is to develop an
integrated picture of humankind—a goal that
encompasses an almost infinite number of
guestions about all aspects of our existence. We
ask, for example, what makes us human? Why

do some groups of people tend to be tall and
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lanky, while others tend to be short and stocky?
Why do some groups of people practice
agriculture, while others hunt for a living?
Anthropologists are interested in all things
human. (P.3)

Anthropology has a strong affinity with natural sciences
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isolated people in a distant corner. But now
anthropologists are interested in home anthropology,
studying anthropology at home, i.e., in one's own

society.

> [t is also said that the purpose of anthropology is to
study in order to keep and preserve primitive,
defunct cultural practices in museums and
anthropologists are advocates of defunct, obsolete
culture. True, when anthropologists study "primitive"
society, they study the culture of the people, to
reconstruct it, to give meaning to the peculiar
behaviors of people. However, anthropologists do
not defend "primitiveness"; they play a great role in
bringing about positive change and development in

the lives of people.
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Box

1.2. Four misconceptions about

anthropology

1.

Anthropology is limited to the study of
"primitive"” societies.

Anthropologists only study the rural people
and rural areas.

Anthropologists are only interested in the
study of far away, remote exotic communities
living isolated from the influences of
modernization.

Anthropology wants to keep and preserve
primitive, = defunct  cultural practices - in
museums and anthropologists are advocates

of defunct, obsolete culture.

1.2 Brief Historical Overview of Anthropology

The facts of the incredibly diverse and at the same time

essentially similar nature of humans over time and

space have intrigued curious-minded people over the

century. The history of anthropological thought is replete

with many and varied ideas, some of which often were

wild extremes resulting from ethnocentric attitudes.

Before anthropology attained the status of scientific
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discipline curious-minded persons from ancient to
medieval times have speculated a lot about the issues
and problems that concern anthropologists today
(Hodgen, 1964). That is, the present academic
anthropology has its roots in the works and ideas of the
great ancient and Medieval Greek, Roman, and Hebrew
philosophers and social thinkers. These people were
interested. in the nature, origin and destiny of man, and

the morality and ethics of human relationships

While the roots of (socio-cultural) anthropology can be
generally traced through the history of western culture
as far back as ancient Greek social philosophical
thinking, the discipline did not emerge as distinct field of
study until the mid-nineteenth century. Anthropology as
an academic discipline was born during the 19" century
(see The New Encyclopedia Britannica (Macropedia).
Vol. 27 PP.326-331).

Anthropology as academic discipline was born out of the
intellectual atmosphere of that is called the
Enlightenment, which is the eighteenth century social
philosophical movement that emphasized human

progress and the poser of reason, and based on
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Darwinian Theory of Evolution (Scupin and DeCorse,
1995).

According to Howard and Dunaif-Hattis (1992:362):
By the late 1870s, anthropology was beginning
to emerge as a profession. A major impetus for
its growth was the expansion of western colonial
powers and their consequent desire to better
understand the peoples living under colonial
domination. In the United States, for example,
the government sought information on Native

American peoples who were being subdued and
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early twentieth centuries... Professionalization
during the latter part of nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries made great breakthroughs in
the quality and quantity of ethnographic
research....

Early anthropologists mainly studied small communities
in technologically simple societies. Such societies are
often called by various names, such as, traditional, non-
industrialized or simple societies. Anthropologists of the
early 1900s emphasized the study of social and cultural
differences among. human groups. Here, many of the
indigenous peoples of the non-western world and their
social and cultural features were studied in detail and
documented. This approach is called ethnography. By
the mid-1900, however, anthropologists attempted to
discover universal human patterns and the common bio-
psychological traits that bind all human beings. This
approach is called ethnology. Ethnology aims at the
comparative understanding and analysis of different
ethnic groups across time and space (Kottak, 2002;
Scupin and DeCorse, 1995).

10
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Box 1.3. Difference between ethnography and

ethnology

Ethnography: description of the culture of a certain

group of people.

Ethnology: Anthropological attempt to discover
universal human patterns and the common bio-

psychological traits that bind all human beings.

1.3. Subject Matter and Scope of Anthropology

The subject matter of anthropology is very vast. The
subject covers all aspects of human ways of life and
culture, as humans live in a social group relationship.
Discovering the meaning, nature, origin, and destiny of
humanity is one of the key concerns of anthropology.
According to the present stage of scientific knowledge
attained in anthropology, the term humanity or mankind
is a very difficult term to define. Anthropologists seem to
be unsure whether humanity is absolutely dichotomous
with other lower forms of animals. Some may even tend
to regard humanity and non-humanity as something that
is best understood in the form of continuum. This sense
of continuum may be particularly in terms of time scale.

Thus, the farther we go in time backwards, the narrower

11
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Is there a common human nature, and if so, what
is it like?
e In what ways do humans who live in various
times and places differ?
 How can we explain why cultures vary?
Such and many other related questions are the

concerns of anthropology.

Anthropologists try to know and explain about the
technological, = economic, political and intellectual
development of humanity. They attempt to discover the
extent to which different human populations vary in their
biological and 'social characteristics and to understand

why these differences exist.

Anthropologists are, for example, interested to know and
explain why a pregnant woman in Gumuz goes to a
bush to give birth during labor, how the Nuer practice
birth-control- methods and why they put horizontal line
marks on their forehead, or why the Wolayta put a
circular body mark on their cheek while the Tigreans put

a cross mark on their foreheads, etc.

13
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Although anthropologists investigate the distinctive
features of different cultures, they also study the
fundamental similarities among people throughout the
world (Scupin and De Corse, 1995). They try to find out
what factors account for the similarities in certain beliefs,
practices and institutions that are found across cultures.
They grapple with explaining why cultural universals
exist. Are these cultural similarities results of diffusion
(i.e., a certain material culture or non-material culture
created in a certain society diffuses to other societies
through contact, war, trade, etc)? Or are they due to
independent creation (i.e., certain cultural items created
by two or more societies without one copying from the
other)? Anthropologists have debated taking different

sides while attempting to answer these questions.

1.4. Distinguishing Features of Anthropology
We may identify five distinguishing marks of
anthropology:

1. Its Broad Scope
The main distinguishing characteristic of anthropology,
the thing that makes it different from the many other

fields that also include people as their subject mater is

14
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the present with the past, the modern with the

traditional, etc.

3. Emphasis on Insiders' View: Anthropologists
focus on how the people themselves understand
about their world, how a particular group of people
explains - about the world, ‘etc. This is what

anthropologists call emic perspective.

4. The Micro-focus: This is another distinguishing
mark of anthropology. Anthropology focuses on
small-scale society or community. The kinds of
social groups or communities anthropologists study,
whether they are in traditional or modern world, are
usually small scaled in their social organization,
economic and political structure, and tend to be

homogenous in their overall character.

5. Its Method of Research: The hallmarks of
anthropology are qualitative research methods such
as extended fieldwork, focus- group discussion,
participant observation, in-depth and key
informant interviews. Although these methods are

now practiced in other behavioral sciences as well,

16
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no other discipline seems to be so associated with

and employs such methods as anthropologists.

Box 1.4. Distinguishing features of anthropology

1. Its broad scope
2. Its unique approaches: ‘Holism, relativism and
comparativism
Emphasis on insider’s view
The micro-focus
Its methods of research: emphasis on extended

field work

1.5. Sub-fields of Anthropology

As indicated earlier, the interests and subject- matter of
anthropology are wide-ranging. This broad discipline is
usually divided in four main sub-fields. These are:
physical anthropology, sociocultural anthropology,
linguistic anthropology  and archaeological
anthropology. Sometimes, applied anthropology is
added as a fifth sub-field. A brief discussion of the four

major sub-fields is as follows.

17
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1.5.1. Physical Anthropology

Physical anthropology is the branch of anthropology
most closely related to the natural sciences, particularly
biology; that is why it is often called biological
anthropology (Scupin and DeCorse, 1995; Howard and
Dunaif-Hattis, 1992). It studies the biological dimensions
of human beings, including biological evolution, the
physical variations between contemporary populations,
and the biology and behavior of non-human primates.
Physical anthropology itself is further divided into three
special fields of study: paleoanthropology, primatology

and anthropometry.

Paleoanthropology: is a subspecialty in physical
anthropology which is interested in the search for fossil
remains from prehistoric times to trace the development
of outstanding human physical, social and cultural
characteristics. Paleoanthropology is the study of
human evolution through analysis of fossil- remains.
Paleoanthropologists use a variety of sophisticated
techniques to date, clarify and compare fossil bones to
determine the links between modern humans and their

biological ancestors (ibid. p3)

18
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Despite the highly acclaimed Darwinian theory of human
origins, that humans are evolved from lower life forms, it
may be appropriate to state that many writers in the
evolutionary circle argue that there are limits to fossil
evidences and paleoanthropology has many problems
to tackle (Behe, 1996). As Bryan (1995) suggests, the
great theory of Darwinian Evolution rests on so little
evidence.. Paleoanthropologists are aware of this
limitation but textbook accounts of origins of human

beings tend to neglect them.

Primatology: The study of the biology and behavior of
primates, that is, the animals that most closely
resemble human beings in terms of physiological and
anatomical structure, is an important field in physical
anthropology. Primatologists observe primates such as

gorillas, chimpanzees, gibbons, and orangutans in theirre of this

19
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them part of the natural world and their unique

characteristics (Howard and Dunaif-Hattis, 1992).

Anthropometry: The study of human variations within
and among different populations in time and space,
human ecology, population genetics, etc make up the
central concerns of this sub-branch- of physical
anthropology. These physical differences may be in
terms -of blood types, skin colors, skull shape, facial
shape, hair texture, and the like. Anthropometry shades
some light on how differing physical characteristics have
helped human ' groups adapt different geographical
environments. - Population genetics, the study - of
biological inheritance plays an important role in
anthropometry, what is sometimes termed as biological
anthropology (Scupin and DeCorse, 1995; Howard and
Dunaif-Hattis, 1992).

The investigation of human variations among living
populations has led to the application of the knowledge
in solving practical problems. The development of a
specialty known as forensic anthropology is one of the
results of these attempts. Forensic anthropology is the

identification of human skeletal remains for medical and

20
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legal purposes. Forensic anthropologists work often with
other forensic  specialists in aiding criminal
investigations. Forensic anthropologists attempt to
determine the sex, age at death, ancestral background,
and stature of the deceased individual. Using this
knowledge, forensic anthropologists identify crash
victims, war causalities, homicide victims, and skeletal
remains in unmarked graves (Howard and Dunaif-Hattis,
1992; Scupin and DeCorse, 1995; Kotttak, 2002).

1.5.2. Sociocultural Anthropology

This is also often called social anthropology or cultural
anthropology. It is concerned with the social and cultural
dimensions of the living peoples (Pritchard 1995); and
with the description and analysis of people’s lives and
traditions (Podolefsky and Brown, 1997). Socio-cultural

anthropology studies the social, symbolic or non-

21
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anthropology, ecological anthropology, psychological

anthropology, ethnomusicology, etc.

1.5.3. Archaeological Anthropology

Archaeology studies the ways of lives of past peoples by
excavating and analyzing the physical remains they left
behind. Artifacts are the material remains of human
societies (Scupin and DeCorse, 1995). Archeologists
also study ecofacts, the footprints on the ecology by the
past ‘societies. This helps reveal the way human
societies interacted with their local ecosystems. Tools,
ornaments, pottery, animal bones, human skeletal
material, and evidence of how people lived in the distant

past are collected, and systematically analyzed.

Archeological anthropology has three major goals: 1)
classifying and sequencing material culture; 2)
reconstructing ancient ways of life; and 3) explaining
and delineating cultural processes (Howard and Dunaif-
Hattis, 1992).

23
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historic peoples; that is, peoples who had writing and
about whom written records are available. Historical
archeologists study sites dating from historic times.
Much of the work of historical archeologists has been to

help preserve historical sites (Ibid. p12).

Classical archeology: Is an ‘aspect of historic
archeology; it deals primarily with ~the ancient
civilizations and empires of Europe and the Middle East,

including Egypt, Greece, Roman and Persia, Axum, etc.

There are several other specialized areas of study and
research in archeology such as industrial archeology,
underwater archeology, marine archeology, cognitive
archeology, experimental archeology, biblical
archeological, cultural resource management, and so
on.

1.5.4. Linguistic Anthropology

Linguistics is the scientific study of language. Linguists
describe and analyze the sound patterns, combinations
of sounds, meanings and structure of sentence in
human languages (Kottak, 1994). They also attempt to
determine how two or more languages are related.

Historically, modern linguists are especially interested in

25
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whether all human languages share any universal
common feature. Some recent work suggests that
human infants are born with knowledge of a set of
generalized rules that allow them to discover the specific
rules of language around them and to formulate new

sentences by applying these rules.

The terms linguistic anthropology anthropological
linguistics, and ethnolinguistics are often . used
interchangeably in the linguistic anthropology literature.
However, the more preferred term is linguistic
anthropology. It is defined as “the study of speech and
language within the context of anthropology.... It is the

study of language as a cultural resource and speaking

26
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called sociolinguistics is interested in how the
language is used in various social contexts. For
example, what speech style must one use with people of
higher social standing? How does a local political leader
use language to earn people's allegiance? What can the
naming of various parts of the natural and social
environment tell as about people's perception of their

environments?

A second important branch called historical linguistics
focuses on the comparison and classifications of
different languages to discern the historical ' links
between them. This historical linguistic research is
particularly useful in tracing the migration routes of
various societies through time (Scupin and De Corse,
1995).

Another branch, called structural linguistics, studies

27
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1.5.5. Applied Anthropology

Applied anthropology, the application of
anthropological knowledge, methods and approaches to
the solving of human problems, is often now seen as a
fith major branch of anthropology, although it is not
well-established as the traditionally known four fields.
Applied anthropology involves the use of data gathered
in other subfields of anthropology in an endeavor to
tackle contemporary societal problems. Anthropologists
have increasingly become concerned with practically
dealing with human problems (Bodley, 1996; Podolefsky
and Brown, 1993). The problems may include:
environmental, technological, economic, social, paolitical
or cultural. Applied anthropologist now work in. quite
many areas of relevance such as education, mass
medical, medicine, development, business, agriculture,
crime and urban poverty, etc (Scupin and DeCorse,
1995; Kottak, 2002).

28



Introduction to Sociocultural Anthropology

Box 1.5. Major branches and specializations in

anthropology

e Five major branches of anthropology: physical
anthropology, Sociocultural anthropology,
archeological anthropology, linguistic anthropology
and applied anthropology

e Specializations in physical anthropology:
primatology, paleoanthropology, anthropometry,
population genetics, forensic anthropology

e Specializations in sociocultural anthropology

29
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1.6. Contributions of Anthropology

The contributions of anthropology may be categorized in
to the following (World Book Encyclopedia 1994, Vol. 1,
Howard and Dunaif-Hattis 1992; Aoyagi, 1999):

1. Anthropology gives us an insight into different ways
and modes of life of a given society, to understand
the logic behind and justification for human activities
and behavior.

2. Anthropology also helps us understand our own
ways of lives. Many aspects of our lives seem to us
normal, so we don't know. the logic behind. Eating
injera, for example, is assumed to be normal to
those whose staple (main) food item is injera. By
studying anthropology, we look into ourselves
through the others' ways of lives. As we study
anthropology, we encounter a different way of lives
from ourselves, and hence we get opportunity to

appreciate and understand ourselves.

3. Anthropology helps us fight against prejudices and
discriminations. It helps us fight against
ethnocentrism; the attitude that one's own culture

and one's own way of life is the center of the world
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and the best of all. This arises from ignorance about

other ethnic groups and their ways of lives.

4. Anthropology is also used as a tool for development.
Applied anthropology, here, is the application of
anthropological knowledge and research results in
the solution of some social problems or in the

implementation of project plans.

In addition to the aforementioned points, we may
substantiate the contributions of anthropology as

follows:

1. Because of its broad scope, anthropology allows us
to understand the biological, technological and
cultural development of humanity over long period of
time i