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Preface

This book is a reflection on human universals and what they imply. Some
of the implications are far reaching. I conclude, for example, that what we
know about universals places clear limits on the cultural relativism that
anthropologists have developed and disseminated widely. Furthermore,
what we know about universals suggests the need to revise a conception
of human nature that anthropologists have helped to shape and that has
spread so far beyond the social sciences that it is now embedded in what
Robin Fox (1989:24) calls “the whole secular social ideology” of our time.
Because these conclusions are far from trivial, it may be worth recounting
the experiences that initially stimulated my interest in universals and led,
ultimately, to this book. Since this book is only an imperfect step along the
way toward the fuller assessment that human universals deserve, 1 will
also point to its shortcomings.

In 1974 Donald Symons and I co-taught a seminar on primate and hu-
man sexuality. Symons presented an early draft of his book The Evolution
of Human Sexuality (1979), in which he argued that there are certain pan-
human sex differences. On the occasion that he discussed a list of these
differences—it then contained, if I recall correctly, some five to seven items
(such as the quicker and more visually-cued sexual arousal of males)—I
bet him that I could find a society in which each of the alleged sex dif-
ferences was reversed. As a typical sociocultural anthropologist trained in
the 1960s, I had absorbed the lesson of Ruth Benedict's Patterns of Culture
(1934) and many other anthropological classics and textbooks that stressed
the inherent variability and autonomy of culture. I was willing to accept
the idea of certain kinds of widespread regularities or tendencies, but I
thought it highly unlikely that sex differences in temperament or behavior
would show any complex similarities in all societies. The latter smacked
of rigid biological determinism. But I did not win the bet—and I began to
think more carefully about human universals, cultural relativism, and, es-
pecially, about the role that human biology plays in human affairs.
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Sometime thereafter I glanced through E. O. Wilson’s On Human Na-
ture (1978). My views were still so conditioned by the sociocultural per-
spectives in which I was trained that I was not inspired to read the book,
but I noticed that Wilson quoted a list of human universals that had been
compiled by the anthropologist George P. Murdock. The “sociobiology”
controversy, galvanized by Wilson’s book of that title, was very much in
the air at the time, and it struck me that sociobiologists might be more
convincing if they confined their explanations to universals rather than
attempting to show that virtually everything that humans do somehow
maximizes their reproductive success. While I no longer accept a sim-
plistic formulation in which human invariants may plausibly be explained
in biological terms, while the variables demand cultural explanations, that
formulation did keep me thinking about universals.

A few years later, the books by Freeman, Malotki, and Spiro that are
described in Chapter 1 were published. These books convinced me that
the issues surrounding universals, especially the questions they raise about
cultural relativism, needed more attention than they were receiving. I con-
sidered the prospect of writing this book, and I began to offer seminars
and ultimately a lecture course on human universals.

When I began to write, I had in mind something relatively uncomplicated
that might stand in opposition to Benedict's Patterns of Culture and draw
attention to the existence and seemingly obvious implications of invari-
ants in human affairs. But the issues turned out to be more complicated
than I had realized, and the resulting book is a compromise between a
popular essay and a more scholarly work. Moreover, once I felt that the
main points had been articulated, I stopped searching for and digesting
further materials on universals. I am confident that this book is the most
exhaustive study of human universals to date, but I know that I have not
covered the entire literature. (Although I have ceased to look for them,
some 50 or so references on universals have piled up on my desk in the
last year.) In spite of the compromises I have made, I am sure that many
readers will find consolation in one reviewer’s observation that this book
is only half as long as it could be.

There are some parts of the book that almost certainly will benefit from
a more thorough thinking through than I now provide. Consider, for ex-
ample, the definitions of universals: while I employ only a few of them, I
cite a number of others that probably can be reduced to a shorter and
more orderly list. And although I put considerable thought and effort into
the explanation of universals, the issues sometimes require expertise that
I do not possess. Finally, I should note the obvious: no anthropologist can
be an authority on more than a handful of universals. The reader who
wants to know whether a particular feature that I have accepted as being
a universal really is so will have to go beyond this book. Although the
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future may allow me to correct some of the flaws, I must express the hope
now that the persons I will thank below for their many thoughtful com-
ments on this book will be credited for some of its strengths—to which
they surely contributed—but not blamed for its shortcomings—for which
I just as surely am responsible.
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and Donald Symons; by the other anthropologists George N. Appell, Robin
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and Margo Wilson; by the sociologists Suzanne Retzinger, Thomas J. Scheff,
and Pierre van den Berghe; and by a dozen or more students, of whom I
would particularly like to thank Helen (Yonie) Harris, Walter Lehmann,
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cific aspects of the book from Ralph Bolton, Richard Chacon, Matthea
Cremers, Alan J. Fridlund, Ward H. Goodenough, Thomas Harding, Douglas
Hayward, Hsiu-Zu Ho, Brijitte Jordan, Gwendolyn Lauterbach, Jack N.
Loomis, Paul Mattson, Susan Mies, Mattison Mines, Douglas Mitchell, J.
Tim O'Meara, Craig Palmer, Douglas Raybeck, Melford Spiro, Lawrence
Sugiyama, and Janice Timbrook. Jean-Claude Muller, Robert Netting, and
Ronald P. Rohner very kindly supplied me with materials too ample or too
late to be properly incorporated in the book. At a very late stage I received
encouragement and advice from the historian Carl Degler. I expect that
his forthcoming book, In Search of Human Nature, which is a history of
Darwinian thought in the social sciences, will expand and deepen the
analysis presented in my chapter on history. In addition to the depart-
mental colleagues already mentioned, I should also note the unfailing
encouragement from other colleagues, particularly Manuel L. Carlos,
William Madsen, and Phillip L. Walker, whose comments passed on in the
hallways are much appreciated. To the scholars and students whose sug-
gestions I have used but whose names now escape me, and to those whose
advice I failed to take, I offer apologies.

Although I have mentioned my colleague Donald Symons twice already,
it would be remiss not to note that he did more than start me thinking
about universals and more than merely read my manuscript. He read sev-
eral versions of it and many sections over and over, patiently providing
detailed written comments each time. Just as patiently, he explained ev-
olutionary theory and provided numerous references. His writings on ev-
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olutionary psychology have been a considerable influence on me and this
book and will, I think, have a considerable influence on the study of hu-
man nature well into the future.

David Hume characterized the study of human nature as a subject of
“unspeakable importance.” Evolutionary psychology, informed by the com-
parative study of the constant as well as the variable in human affairs, is
one of the most important theoretical frameworks currently available to
advance the study of human nature. I have no doubt about the impor-
tance of human nature, nor about the relevance of universals in illumi-
nating it; I can only hope that this book will convince others that the
study of human universals should loom larger in the attempt to under-
stand humanity and human affairs.

Donald E. Brown



Introduction

Many anthropologists, probably most of them, are skeptical of statements
that generalize about what all peoples do. But are there not generaliza-
tions of that sort that really do hold for the wide array of human popu-
lations? There are—and not enough has been said about them. This skep-
ticism and neglect of human universals is the entrenched legacy of an
“era of particularism” in which the observation that something doesn't
occur among the Bongo Bongo counted as a major contribution to an-
thropology (Erasmus 1961:387). The truth of the matter is, however, that
anthropologists probably always take for granted an indefinite collection
of traits that add up to a very complex view of human nature. Let me give
some examples.

In a course that I teach on the peoples and cultures of Southeast
Asia I have often illustrated the cultural elaboration of rank that is found
in many Southeast Asian societies—and certainly among the Brunei
Malays with whom I did my doctoral research—with the following an-
ecdote. In the course of my research I was once seated with two young
men on a wooden bench at the front of the house that my wife and I
rented in a ward of the Brunei capital. A third young man was seated
just a few feet away on the rung of a ladder but at the same height as the
rest of us. There was no one else around. Tiring of sitting on the bench,
I slipped down from it to sit on the walkway. I was followed almost in-
stantly by all three of the young men. Just as quickly I realized that they
had done it not because they too were uncomfortable on the bench (I
had been there longer than they) but because in the Brunei scheme of
things it is not polite to sit higher than another person, unless you con-
siderably outrank that other person. So I protested, urging them to please
remain seated on the bench. They said it wouldn't look nice. I said there
was no one but us around to notice. One of them closed the matter by
noting that people across the river—to which he gestured (it was about
a quarter mile away)—just might see what was going on. The clear im-
plication was that he and his fellows weren't about to let anyone see them
apparently breaking one of the important rules in the etiquette of rank,
even though they knew they wouldn't be offending me.

I always told this story to illustrate difference, to show the extrem-
ity to which Bruneis concerned themselves with rank, and it always
seemed to be a very effective message. As a teacher of anthropology I know
very well that cultural differences elicit some sort of inherent interest.
Ruth Benedict's Patterns of Culture (1934) is an all-time anthropological
best-seller, and its essential message is the astonishing variability of hu-
man customs. No one teaching anthropology can ignore the way students
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2 Introduction

react to revelations about the amazing ways other peoples act and think.
And no one teaching anthropology can fail to sense the wheels turning
in students’ minds when they use these revelations to rethink the ways
people act and think in their own society. Teachers of anthropology not
only see this in students, they cultivate it. But are the differences all that
should be of concern to anthropology? Does an emphasis on differences
present a true image of humanity?

I now realize that the story I have told my students is pervaded with
evidence of similarities: above all, the young men were concerned with
what other people would think about them; they were also concerned
with politeness in particular, rules in general; even their concern with
rank was only a matter of difference in degree. I could go on, mentioning
their use of language and gestures; the smooth conversational turn tak-
ing; the concepts of question, answer, explanation; the use of highness/
lowness to symbolize rank; and much more.

At a more subtle level, I believe, some amazing things were hap-
pening that I took no note of. Without my explaining things in detail, in
my broken Malay, the young men had instantly grasped my point: the
setting was informal and I wanted them to treat me as they would treat
each other (they would not have moved down or up in unison for each
other in those circumstances); furthermore, it was “not my custom” to
be offended by people sitting higher than me. I think that my compan-
ions sized up these aspects of the immediate situation just as I had.

But they also saw a wider context in which their behavior could be
misinterpreted by others, and with what seemed like a few words and a
gesture, they explained their position to me and closed the matter. There
were more than a few words and gestures: there were tone of voice, fa-
cial expressions, body language, and an enormously complex context of
past, present, and future. And there were four human minds, each ob-
serving, computing, and reacting to the “implicature” (Scheff 1986:74) of
the bare words so silently and automatically as to occasion no notice. All
this—from the conscious concern with what others would think to the
unconscious assessments of implications—formed a plainly human back-
ground, from which I in my lectures had pulled out a quantitative dif-
ference as the focus of attention.

I use the word “quantitative” because, although it may not be my
custom to think that the height of one’s seat should match one’s rank,
the idea is not foreign to western culture. There are some wonderful ex-
amples of the equation between seating height and rank, or dominance,
in Charlie Chaplin's film “The Great Dictator.” What distinguishes the
Bruneis from us is the greater frequency of day-to-day contexts in which
the equation is observed among Bruneis.

Now it might be objected that the Brunei Malays are so western-
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ized that of course they are similar to us in many ways; one needs a pris-
tine, uncontacted people to see the real exceptions. This is an assump-
tion that I would have taken quite seriously at one time, and that was
acted upon by my university schoolmate Lyle Steadman (1971). Like me,
he received his anthropological training in the 1960s and was steeped in
cultural determinism. In order to fully explore the consequences of hav-
ing a nonwestern worldview, he did his work among a New Guinean peo-
ple, the Hewa, who had had no more than the most fleeting and widely
spaced contacts with European patrols. At the time Steadman studied
the Hewa they lived in one of the last “restricted” areas of New Guinea.
This meant that the area was “uncontrolled,” and Europeans, including
missionaries, were forbidden to enter it. One of the reasons the Hewa
were essentially uncontacted was that they lived so sparsely on the land
that from one family’s household to another was typically a grueling 2-
hour walk over a rugged terrain covered by dense rain forest.

Steadman had to learn the Hewa language in the field, but long be-
fore he was conversant in it he discovered—somewhat to his surprise,
because it didn'’t jibe with his assumptions about the influence of differ-
ing world views—that he and the Hewa “could understand each other
well enough to live together” (1971:26-27). As time went by, and he learned
more about the ways in which the world is put together differently in
Hewa than in English, he was led to observe that the differences were
largely superficial: “This fact of experiencing the world in a similar way,”
in spite of its being carved up differently in different languages, “became
increasingly obvious as I acquired greater proficiency in the language”
(1971:27). At the deeper level of why language might be used in the first
place, at the level of motives, the similarities were just as evident: “Living,'
travelling, working and hunting with the Hewa, made it clear to me that
their basic concerns, the concerns motivating their behaviour, were sim-
ilar to my own” (1971:26). I think that anyone who watches the film “First
Contact” and is keeping an open mind about similarities will see that
New Guineans who were first contacted by Australian prospectors in the
1930s showed many generic human traits. The differences between the
natives and the prospectors are numerous, but the similarities are there
too.

Lest anyone think that an anthropologist who takes cultural differ-
ences seriously would not make the kinds of assumptions that Steadman
and I would, let me give a final illustration from one of the most famous
essays by Clifford Geertz, an anthropologist who makes no secret of his
emphasis on cultural differences. His essay, ‘Deep Play: Notes on the
Balinese Cockfight” (1971), begins with a description of how he and his
wife achieved rapport with the Balinese villagers they were to study. Al-
though the Geertzes had gained official entrée into a village, the villagers
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were treating them pretty much as though they didn't exist: “everyone
ignored us in a way only a Balinese can do” (1971:1). On the next page
we are also told that a Balinese is an “always precisely controlled per-
son.”

One page later, however, the Geertzes and the villagers, all attend-
ing an illegal cockfight at which armed police made a sudden and un-
expected appearance, engage in somewhat less controlled behavior: “‘Peo-
ple raced down the road, disappeared head first over walls, scrambled
under platforms, folded themselves behind wicker screens, scuttled up
coconut trees.... Everything was dust and panic.” The village chief ran to
a river where he pretended to be innocently bathing; the Geertzes fol-
lowed a villager into his yard, where all pretended, when a policeman
arrived, to have been sipping tea and engaging in legitimate ethnographic
discourse.

After this event, the Geertzes were “in” with the villagers, who never
tired of gently mimicking the panicked flight of the Geertzes or of won-
dering why they had not just stood their ground on the basis that they
were foreigners who had been mere bystanders. Geertz comments that
this event gave him “the kind of immediate, inside-view grasp of an as-
pect of ‘peasant mentality’ that anthropologists not fortunate enough to
flee headlong with their subjects from armed authorities normally do not
get” (1971:4).

But how important is the “peasant mentality,” or even Balinese cul-
ture, for understanding this story? Not very. After the scene is set with
some explanatory local details (which are not remarkable), the rest of the
episode requires and receives no interpretation whatsoever because it is
completely intelligible to a nonpeasant, non-Balinese reader. It is, for the
most part, simply human: panicked flight from armed outsiders (nearly
all police on Bali at that time were Javanese), attempts to deceive author-
ity or deny wrongdoing, mimicking and teasing, rehashing an exciting
and amusing event, trying to make sense of people’s behavior, asking ques-
tions, laughing, etc.' Even the most Balinese element—the initial appar-
ent indifference of the villagers to the Geertzes—was only a surface dif-
ference. Beneath the surface, the villagers were—as one would expect—
paying a great deal of attention to the strangers in their midst: they were
“watching every move we [the Geertzes] made” (1971:1). Thus, 5 minutes
after the Geertzes followed the man, whom they had never met before,

'Again, compare the New Guineans in the movie “First Contact.” Their behavior, captured
on film both in the 1930s and many years thereafter when they reminisce about the events
of the 1930s, also shows fear of armed outsiders, attempts to deceive them, mimicking and
teasing of each other and themselves, relished rehashing of the past, attempts to make sense
of others’ behavior, asking questions, laughter, etc. These similarities to us, and the Balinese,
neither require nor receive explanation in the film.
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into his yard, he was explaining to the police who the Geertzes were in
a manner so ‘detailed and so accurate” that Geertz was “astonished”
(1971:3).

I could go on with the similarities between the Balinese and every-
body else (and will in chapter 6), but let me instead express a suspicion
that nowhere in the ethnographic literature is there any description of
what real people really did that is not shot through with the signs of a
universal human nature. By virtue of this fact, anthropologists and the
people they study—and then the readers of ethnography—share a vast
reservoir of interpretive principles. As Sperber (1982:179-180) notes, an-
thropologists routinely conduct research that can only be done because
in crucial ways the differences between us and the peoples we study are
not in fact very great; yet because everybody likes to hear that “they” are
different from "us,” anthropologists dwell on the differences. Quite a num-
ber of anthropologists have registered similar complaints. That humans
share so many similarities, and that many if not most anthropologists
have left them in the background—or even denied them—points to some
anthropological issues that need to be discussed.

If they hold not merely for Bruneis, Balinese, New Guineans, and
Americans but for all peoples, similarities of the sort referred to above
are called human universals. They are not confined to the more or less
psychological phenomena that I have so far described but include the
use of fire and tools, a division of labor by sex, and much more. This
book explores a series of general questions about human universals. How
many are there? What are the different kinds of universals? What is their
importance? How can we be sure that something is a universal? How
does one explain universals? What part do they play in the anthropolog-
ical enterprise, or in understanding human affairs?

Although I address an anthropological audience, what I have to say
is relevant in wider circles. This is so because the task of anthropology is
too large for professional anthropologists alone to deal with, so that a
series of disciplines—notably sociology, psychology, linguistics, history,
economics, political science, geography, biology, and philosophy—are im-
portant players in the anthropological enterprise. Besides, anthropology
is by definition focused on humans in general, so humans in general may
have some interest in its results.

There are five central theses to this book. The first is that universals
not only exist but are important to any broad conception of the task of
anthropology. Among those anthropologists who have overcome their
skepticism about the very existence of universals, some have argued that
such universals as exist are not important. Insofar as their argument is
not merely the expression of a value judgment, it is wrong.

Second, universals form a heterogeneous set. A great many, for ex-
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ample, seem to be inherent in human nature. Some are cultural conven-
tions that have come to have universal distribution. Others fall under dif-
ferent headings.

Third, the study of universals has been effectively tabooed as an un-
intended consequence of assumptions that have predominated in anthro-
pology (and other social sciences) throughout much of this century. From
1915 to 1934 American anthropologists established three fundamental
principles about the nature of culture: that culture is a distinct kind of
phenomenon that cannot be reduced to others (in particular, not to bi-
ology or psychology), that culture (rather than our physical nature) is the
fundamental determinant of human behavior, and that culture is largely
arbitrary. This combination of assumptions made universals anomalous
and very likely to be rare; to admit or dwell upon their existence raised
troubling questions about anthropology’s fundamental assumptions.
These assumptions also led many anthropologists to conclude or argue
that anthropology should be narrowed from the study of humanity to
the study of culture.

Fourth, human biology is a key to understanding many human uni-
versals. It has long been assumed that insofar as universals exist it makes
sense to think that they must in some rather direct fashion reflect hu-
man biology rather than human culture. Conflict as it may with the as-
sumptions of the preceding paragraph, this assumption is correct, and
its consequences must be incorporated into any currently acceptable un-
derstanding of the anthropological enterprise.

Fifth, evolutionary psychology is a key to understanding many of
the universals that are of greatest interest to anthropology. The feature of
human biology most of interest to anthropology is the human mind. A
theoretical understanding of the process that shaped the human mind,
Darwinian selection, provides the most inclusive theoretical framework
for the illumination of the human condition.

To answer the questions raised above and to defend my main the-
ses, the materials are presented as follows. Chapter 1 summarizes sev-
eral studies that raise serious questions about anthropology's skepticism
toward universals—and about anthropology'’s faith in cultural relativism.
Some of these studies have been seen as revolutionary; collectively they
are even more so. If they do not definitively settle the issues of univer-
sality that they address, they nonetheless indicate that some anthropo-
logical rethinking of universals is in order and is underway.

Chapter 2 explores the ways in which universals are conceptual-
ized, defined, and demonstrated; chapter 3 presents a history of the study
of universals; and chapter 4 examines the means of explaining univer-
sals. By summarizing recent attempts to explain incest avoidance, chap-
ter 5 looks in greater detail at the means of explairing universals. Chap-
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ter 5 also suggests that ways of doing anthropology that were abandoned
early in this century deserve a reexamination. Chapter 6 presents a se-
ries of universals in the form of statements true of all societies.

The last chapter examines the relationships that link the nexus of
universals, human nature, and the human mind on the one hand with
the structure of anthropological thought on the other. Finally, an anno-
tated bibliography presents a large sample of writings that deal in one
way or another with universals.



1

Rethinking Universality:
Six Cases

In 1983 the anthropological community was convulsed by reactions to
Derek Freeman's Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking
of a Myth. Remarkably, two books with a very similar message but by dif-
ferent authors attacking different myths were published within a year of
Freeman'’s. One was Melford Spiro's Oedipus in the Trobriands (1982); the
other was Ekkehart Malotki's Hopi Time (1983). Each of these books re-
futes or questions one of the centerpieces of anthropological relativism.

In Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) Margaret Mead argued that ado-
lescence among Samoans was not the time of storm and stress that it is
in the West and, hence, that the Western conception of adolescence is
strictly cultural—something that we could change. Freeman shows that
adolescence was just as stressful in Samoa as in the West and that in
other ways Samoa was not so different from Western societies as Mead
had led us to believe.

No less influential than Mead’s classic on Samoa was Bronislaw
Malinowski’s Sex and Repression in Savage Society (1927), in which he
argued that the Oedipus complex was peculiar to what he called “patri-
archal” societies. Among the matrilineal Trobriand Islanders, he purported
to show, a different complex emerged—one in which a boy felt hostility
not to his father but rather to his mother’s brother (who in matrilineal
societies occupies a position in various ways analogous to a father in a
patrilineal, or patriarchal, society). This was a weaker form of relativism,
but again it showed, or seemed to show, that what some Westerners con-
sidered natural or universal wasn't. Yet Spiro (1982)—by reanalyzing
Malinowski's own data, which are renowned for their volume and accu-
racy—now argues persuasively that the Trobrianders did have an Oedi-

9
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pus complex and that the "“family complex,” as Malinowski preferred to
call it, is not as variable as Malinowski's analysis seemed to show.

A decade after Malinowski wrote Sex and Repression, Benjamin Lee
Whorf, a gifted and largely self-taught amateur anthropological linguist,
formulated his argument either that the Hopi had no sense of time or
that their sense of time was very different from ours. The problem of Hopi
time is intimately linked to what came to be called the Sapir-Whorf hy-
pothesis. Edward Sapir was an anthropological linguist who had been
Whorf's mentor. Their hypothesis is that the categories of language shape
perceptions of the world. As Sapir (1929:209) put it, “the ‘real world’ is to
a large extent unconsciously built up on the language habits” of a soci-
ety, and insofar as each society has its own language the “worlds in which
different societies live are distinct worlds.” In other words, if the speak-
ers of a given language have no terms for something, it is not a part of
their thought or worldview and in some sense is scarcely perceived. Since
the Hopi language, Whorf said, has no conceptions of time built into it—
or embodies very different conceptions of time—the Hopi therefore per-
ceive the world in a radically different way than we do. This was an ex-
treme conceptualization of cultural relativism. But it now appears, insofar
as it rests upon the Hopi case, to be quite wrong. Malotki (1983) amply
documents the richness of Hopi conceptions of time and their essential
similarities to ours.

Although Freeman'’s, Spiro’s, and Malotki's works are remarkable for
their temporal contiguity, they do not stand alone. A few years earlier
another refutation of one of Mead's arguments was published by Deborah
Gewertz (1981), almost 15 years earlier the universality of certain facial
expressions was demonstrated (Ekman et al. 1969; Izard 1971), and at the
same time another outstanding refutation of cultural relativism was pre-
sented in Brent Berlin and Paul Kay's Basic Color Terms: Their Univer-
sality and Evolution (1969).

In another of Mead's classics, Sex and Temperament in Three Prim-
itive Societies (1935), she attempted to show that the Tchambuli, a New
Guinean people, had male and female temperaments that were the re-
verse of what we consider normal. In the 1970s Gewertz restudied the
Tchambuli, whom she calls the Chambri, and found that Mead had mis-
interpreted the situation among them. Thus Gewertz effectively smashes
another of the icons of relativism.

Psychologists had long debated whether the facial expressions of
emotions were universal or culturally relative. The one anthropologist to
participate in the debate, Weston La Barre (1947), favored relativism. But
by the early 1970s two independent lines of psychological research, cul-
minating in studies conducted among preliterate peoples of New Guinea,
had shown that there are universal facial expressions of emotions.
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Berlin and Kay's (1969) attack on relativism was the first to be pub-
lished. This work does not overthrow any particular famous anthropo-
logical study, but it certainly overthrows an entrenched prejudice. I, and
no doubt most anthropologists over a number of decades, had been taught
and saw no reason to doubt that color classification was largely arbitrary.
The spectrum of color from red through violet is a range of continuous
variation with no natural divisions from the standpoint of the physics of
light. Therefore, the number of terms for colors, and the boundaries be-
tween them, were considered arbitrary—no two peoples’ color terms
would necessarily be the same. Berlin and Kay show that although color
classification does vary, it also shows remarkable uniformities: particu-
larly in the sequence in which basic color terms are added to the lexi-
con. The revolutionary nature of their findings has not escaped notice.
Let us look at each of these cases in more detail, beginning with the two
that are best known in anthropology.

COLOR CLASSIFICATION

Anthropologists and linguists had long known that the way colors are
classified varies from language to language. Careful studies conducted
by anthropologists after World War II, such as Harold Conklin’s (1955)
study of Hanunéo color words, made the point very clearly. Many an-
thropologists, in accordance with the “prevailing doctrine” of “extreme
linguistic relativity,” interpreted these findings as showing that there were
no semantic universals in the domain of color terms, that the lexical cod-
ing of color was arbitrary (Berlin and Kay 1969:1-2). Berlin and Kay
(1969:159-160) quote a number of sources to illustrate their point. I will
quote from the same sources. This is from a prominent textbook (and
one that I used as a student):

Language...is the mold into which perception must be fitted if it is
to be communicated. Any single language imprints its own ‘genius’
on the message.... Probably the most popular, because it is the
most vivid, example for describing cultural categories that the
necessity to communicate creates in human perception is to
compare the ways in which different peoples cut up color into
communicable units. The spectrum is a continuum of light waves,
with frequencies that...increase at a continuous rate.... But the
way different cultures organize these sensations for communica-
tion show some strange differences. (Bohannan 1963:34-35)

The following is a stronger statement by an anthropologist, though not
in a textbook:
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[Tlhere is no such thing as a natural division of the spectrum.
Each culture has taken the spectral continuum and has divided it
upon a basis which is quite arbitrary. (Ray 1952)

The views of many linguists were the same. A very influential linguistics
textbook (again, one that I was taught from) puts the matter this way:

There is a continuous gradation of color from one end of the
spectrum to the other. Yet an American describing it will list the
hues as red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple, or something of
the kind. There is nothing inherent either in the spectrum or the
human perception of it which would compel its division in this
way. (Gleason 1961:4)

Bearing in mind that many sociocultural anthropologists conceive
their task as a kind of translation from other cultures to ours, the views
of a linguist described as “perhaps the leading American authority on
translation” (Berlin and Kay 1969:159) were quite influential:

The segmentation of experience by speech symbols is essentially
arbitrary. The different sets of words for color in various languages
are perhaps the best ready evidence for such arbitrariness. For
example, in a high percentage of African languages there are only
three “color words,” corresponding to our white, black and red,
which nevertheless divide up the entire spectrum. In the
Tarahumara language of Mexico, there are five basic color words,
and here “blue” and “green” are subsumed under a single term.
(Nida 1959:13, italics in original)

This conception of the relationship between language and color was
not confined to anthropologists and linguists. Berlin and Kay (1969:160)
quote “an experimental social psychologist addressing a general audi-
ence of humanists” in a popular scientific journal: “Our partitioning of
the spectrum consists of the arbitrary imposition of a category system
on a continuous physical domain” (Krause 1968:268). Nor was the con-
ception confined to color terms. “The non-existence, in principle, of se-
mantic universals” had “become a dominant article of faith in much of
social science” (Berlin and Kay 1969:160).

On the basis of their experience with the relative ease of translation
between color terms in a variety of unrelated languages, Berlin and Kay
began to doubt the validity of the doctrine of extreme relativism. They
did not doubt that “to understand the full range of meaning of a word in
any language, each new language must be approached in its own terms,
without a priori theories of semantic universals” (1969:1), but they did
not think this necessarily meant there were no semantic universals.

To test the doctrine of extreme relativism in the categorization of
colors Berlin and Kay assembled lists of color terms from informants
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speaking 98 different languages representing a wide selection of unre-
lated major linguistic stocks. Although the number of color terms in each
language did vary, they found that no more than eleven colors accounted
for the basic color terms found in each language. The main defining fea-
tures of a basic color term are that it is monolexemic (containing a single
irreducible unit of meaning, such as “red,” not two or more lexemes as
in "reddish” or “dark blue”), is not included in another color term, is
general in application, and is psychologically salient to its users. The
eleven basic colors are white, black, red, green, yellow, blue, brown, pur-
ple, pink, orange, and gray. Nonbasic colors, such as “pumpkin-colored,”
“like the tail of a peacock,” “bluish,” “bluish-purple,” and the like were
excluded from analysis.

Once the basic color terms for each language had been determined,
native speakers of those languages were asked to outline the boundaries
of the colors on a color chart. The chart was composed of 329 color chips
arranged along one axis in order of hue (the spectrum of colors) and along
the other axis in order of brightness (brighter colors at the top, dimmer
at the bottom; all at maximum saturation). To the side of the main chart
were nine more chips of neutral hue, grading from white through gray to
black. The informants drew a line around the chips that fit each of their
basic color categories and designated the chip that was its best or most
typical representative (the focal point of the color term).

Although the boundaries of color terms vary—Dby and large, the fewer
the terms the wider their bounds—the focal point of each basic color is
substantially the same from one language to another. For example, peo-
ple whose languages contain only two basic color terms tend to include
the darker hues with their “black,” and the lighter hues with their “white.”
Given the broad designation of these terms, they might just as well be
glossed as “dark” and “light,” but their focal points are the black and
white chips. When “red” is added, to make a classification with just three
basic terms, the third category typically includes some oranges, yellows,
browns, pinks, and purples along with the red chips that are the focus of
the category. As each basic term is added—moving to languages with four,
five, six basic terms, and so on—less and less of the chart remains with-
out a basic color term label and each of the areas designated by the new
terms still tends to have a common focal point from one language to an-
other. Considerable areas of the chart remain without designations in
terms of basic colors. This definitively falsified the doctrine of total arbi-
trariness of color classification: color classification does not arbitrarily slice
a continuum.

But Berlin and Kay found a further surprising result. The order in
which basic color categories enter languages is not arbitrary either. If a
language has only two colors—and all languages have at least two—they
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are always white and black; if a language has three colors, the one added
is red; if a fourth is added, it will be either green or yellow; when a fifth
is added, it will then include both green and yellow; the sixth added is
blue; the seventh added is brown; and if an eighth or more terms are
added, it or they will be purple, pink, orange, or gray. Considerable sub-
sequent research on color classification has necessitated modifications
in this sequence, yet basic color terms apparently evolve in a largely uni-
versal pattern (Witkowski and Brown 1978). Berlin and Kay (1969:159) dis-
miss “extreme linguistic-cultural relativism,” at least with respect to ba-
sic color terms, as a “myth created by linguists and anthropologists.”

Berlin and Kay’s findings have been placed “among the most re-
markable discoveries of anthropological science” (Sahlins 1976:1). Much
of what makes them remarkable is the effect they have had on anthro-
pological prejudices and the new channels for research they made sen-
sible. For example, the psychological saliency of basic color terms has
been explored cross-culturally in a variety of ways (Bolton 1978; Heider
1972), attempts have been made to explain why humans perceive colors
uniformly (e.g., Ratliff 1976; Boynton and Olson 1987), studies of the clas-
sification of botanical and zoological life forms have revealed evolution-
ary sequences similar to those that Berlin and Kay found in the classifi-
cation of basic colors (Brown 1977b, 1979; Witkowski and Brown 1978),
and the discovery of cross-culturally stable focal points for color (and
other) categories gave rise to new conceptions of how humans catego-
rize and reason (Rosch 1975, 1983).

SAMOAN ADOLESCENCE

Coming of Age in Samoa was Margaret Mead'’s most famous book. It was
written to provide part of the answer to the questions “What is human
nature? How flexible is human nature?” (Mead 1928:ix). Mead, her men-
tor Franz Boas, and other anthropologists,’ suspected that “much of what
we ascribe to human nature is no more than a reaction to the restraints
put upon us by our civilisation” (Boas 1928:n.p.). More specifically, Mead
and Boas suspected that the difficulties of adolescence were not inher-
ent. These difficulties, Mead thought, were less due to “being adolescent”
than to “being adolescent in America” (1928:5). To put her ideas to the
test, in 1925-26 Mead studied young women in three villages in Samoa,
among whom there were 25 adolescents. She found that for them ado-
lescence was neither stressful nor marked by abrupt changes other than

Ruth Benedict, a graduate student working with Boas when Mead began her studies with
him, was a particularly potent influence. This is discussed further in chapter 3.
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the purely physiological. She concluded that “adolescence is not neces-
sarily a time of stress and strain, but that cultural conditions [may] make
it s0” (1928:234). There was, thus, nothing natural about the American or
Western conception of adolescence. She explained the stress-free char-
acter of adolescence in Samoa in terms of the differing cultural and so-
cial arrangements of the Samoans, in particular a “general casualness’:

For Samoa is a place where no one plays for very high stakes, no
one pays very heavy prices, no one suffers for his convictions or
fights to the death for special ends. Disagreements between parent
and child are settled by the child’s moving across the street,
between a man and his village by the man’s removal to the next
village, between a husband and his wife’s seducer by a few fine
mats.... No implacable gods, swift to anger and strong to punish,
disturb the even tenor of their days. Wars and cannibalism are
long since passed away and now the greatest cause for tears, short
of death itself, is a journey of a relative to another island. No one is
hurried along in life or punished harshly for slowness of
development.... And in personal relations, caring is slight. Love
and hate, jealousy and revenge, sorrow and bereavement, are all
matters of weeks. From the first month of its life, when the child is
handed carelessly from one woman'’s hands to another’s, the
lesson is learned of not caring for one person greatly, not setting
high hopes on any one relationship. (1928:198-199)

Most important was the “lack of deep feeling” that was the “very frame-
work” of Samoan “attitudes toward life.” Samoa was “kind to those who....
learned the lesson of not caring, and hard upon those few individuals
who.. failed to learn it.” The latter were “delinquent, unhappy misfits”
(1928:199, 200).

Also to the advantage of the Samoan adolescent was a casual sex-
ual code, limited only for the daughters and wives of chiefs. (It is not
clear whether Mead is referring to “chiefs” in general, whose wives and
“daughters” would include almost all women, or only high-ranking chiefs.
Though she appears to say the former, it would vitiate her argument [Tim
O’Meara, personal communication].) Missionaries were not supporters of
any such casualness, but their protests were “unimportant” (1928:202).
The Samoan Church (London Missionary Society) took a “laissez faire at-
titude” and did not press youth too hard for participation that would
curb their sexual freedom. The less bewildering choices of creeds and
careers in Samoa made adolescence less stressful too, as did the slower
pace of sociocultural change.

These differences between Samoan and Western civilizations paid
off not only for adolescents but for Samoans in general: according to Mead,



16 Rethinking Universality: Six Cases

Samoans lacked the neuroses we have in great numbers and in particu-
lar lacked frigidity and psychic impotence. Mead thought that child-
rearing practices and attitudes toward sex accounted for much of this.
Particularly important was the presence in the household of numerous
adults (and numerous children too) so that children did not form such
close attachments to their own parents. Also important was the greater
knowledge of sexuality, birth, and death that Samoan adolescents readily
acquired. The definition of the “normal” in sexuality was wider among
the Samoans, and a “satisfactory sex adjustment in marriage” was always
attainable (Mead 1928:223). Sexual jealousy was all but absent; rape, as
we understand it, was foreign to Samoan thought.

Another factor in producing the well-adjusted Samoan was a ten-
dency to penalize the precocious child and pace activities to the stan-
dards of the “laggard” or “inept” (Mead 1928:223). This toned down in-
dividualism and minimized the jealousy and rivalry so productive of
difficulty for Westerners.

Mead's book was published in the midst of a debate over the rela-
tive importance of biological and cultural determinants of behavior—the
nature-nurture controversy—and was hailed as a definitive demonstra-
tion of the importance of culture or nurture. It was an immediate suc-
cess and became one of the best selling anthropological books of all time,
having almost incalculable influence (Freeman 1983). In subsequent pub-
lications Mead not only repeated the points made above but often stated
them in starker terms or embroidered them. Mead’s study of Samoa and
the conclusions drawn from it have been cited approvingly in almost all
anthropological texts for a long period (see, e.g., Aceves and King 1978;
Barnouw 1978; Benderly et al. 1977; Haviland 1983; Hoebel 1972;
Honigmann 1959).

Mead’s book was based on 9 months of fieldwork in Samoa, con-
ducted when she was 23 years old. Derek Freeman, who conducted 6
years of fieldwork in Samoa, mostly in the 1940s and 1960s, finds Mead
wrong on many points, certainly in her main conclusion. His book, which
he describes as a “study of a major twentieth-century myth,” is a formal
refutation of Mead'’s. Although Freeman's work was done some time af-
ter Mead's, a number of factors allow him insight into the Samoa of her
time and much earlier.

To begin, Samoa is an unusually well documented society, having
been carefully observed and reported upon from early in the nineteenth
century. The islands Mead lived on were administered by the United
States, so that various reports and archival sources describe Samoa of
the 1920s. Persons alive when Mead worked in Samoa were still alive when
Freeman did his research and could well remember the 1920s. Finally, a
number of anthropologists besides Freeman worked in Samoa in
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the post-World War II period, and they provide alternative views of Sa-
moan society. From these various sources it is obvious that Mead’s prin-
cipal conclusion, and much else in her description of Samoa, is seriously
wrong.

Her picture of Samoan adolescence as a stressless period is con-
tradicted by her own data. Four of Mead'’s 25 female adolescent infor-
mants were delinquent, by her own account. Two of them committed
acts of delinquency during Mead's brief visit. What Mead failed to realize
was that this percentage of delinquents and frequency of delinquent acts
was actually quite high. The rate of delinquent acts, for example, was
“ten times higher than that which existed among female adolescents in
England and Wales in 1965” (Freeman 1983:258). Since Mead classified
three further girls as “deviants upwards” (those who constructively sought
to escape from traditional patterns), the percentage of maladjusted ad-
olescents was even greater than is indicated by the delinquents. Freeman's
informants denied that adolescence was free of stress, and comparative
statistics, generally from more recent times, show a cross-culturally typ-
ical pattern of first convictions for criminal offenses in Samoa to peak in
the adolescent years.

These observations alone dispose of Mead's main conclusion, but
Freeman also shows that the various reasons Mead gave for the stress-
free character of Samoan adolescence were more often than not equally
groundless. The Samoans do not have a casual attitude toward sex; in
fact, they have a rather extreme double standard. As Mead herself noted,
the Samoans possessed a cult of virginity. She reconciled this with their
supposed pattern of adolescent free love by arguing, as was mentioned
earlier, that only a relatively small number of high-status girls needed to
remain virgins; even if they didn't, it was simple to fake the blood of a
ruptured hymen. Freeman shows that not only was the cult of virginity a
prominent element in traditional Samoan culture, but that it had been
further encouraged by Samoan Christianity. In early times a girl who was
expected to be a virgin but who failed to be one might be beaten to death.
In Christian times, formal church membership—and, contrary to Mead,
adolescent girls were strongly urged to join—strictly forbids fornication.

On the other hand, to obtain a virgin is a strong male goal, and Sa-
moan males are not above achieving their goal by illegal means. Freeman
describes two culturally prescribed patterns of Samoan rape, one sur-
reptitious (“sleep crawling”), the other forceful. Mead was aware of the
former pattern but treated it as an abnormality in which a boy might de-
ceptively pass himself off as a lover who was expected in the dark; to
Mead it added “zest to the surreptitious love-making” conducted in girls’
homes (1928:95-96). In the surreptitious pattern of rape a boy or man
tries to sneak up on a sleeping virgin and thrust two fingers into her va-
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gina (this was the standard, public method of deflowering virgins in tra-
ditional Samoa). Thus despoiled, the girl is then expected to have no al-
ternative but to elope with her rapist. Those who attempted this form of
getting a virgin might be violently dealt with by the girl’s kin, and of course
it was a crime. In forceful rape the rapist attempted to knock his victim
out with a blow to the solar plexus; once unconscious she was deflowered
in the usual way, and this might be followed by penile intromission. These
patterns of rape have been described from early in the nineteenth cen-
tury; rape was the third commonest crime in Samoa in the 1920s and
was routinely reported in the press at that time. Freeman argues that the
Samoans have one of the highest rates of rape in the world. He also ar-
gues that fear of rape produces the frigidity of Samoan women that an-
other anthropologist (Holmes 1958:55) reports is sometimes the source
of familial strain.

It is beyond the scope of this essay to retrace all of Freeman's ref-
utations, showing that Samoans do and have fought for strongly held be-
liefs, do show completely expectable sexual jealousy, do not and have
not taken their religion lightly, and so on. But one further point must be
discussed, because it is central to the stresses and strains of Samoan ad-
olescence and to the formation of adult Samoan psyche and behavior.
Samoans do not spare the rod; they punish their children severely. At an
early age a child is forced to submit to severe corporal punishment from
parents and elder siblings; the child is expected to sit and take the pun-
ishment without struggling or talking back. Harsh physical punishment
may be meted out even to adults. Most children learn to restrain them-
selves when punished and grow up with the ability to be polite in front
of authority figures while cursing them behind their backs. The price paid
for outward politeness and submissiveness includes a not unexpected
array of psychic problems and a tendency to violent behavior. This vio-
lence has been noted from early times to the present.

Given the discrepancies between Mead'’s account and the realities
of Samoan life, it is no surprise that her account has been pretty consis-
tently condemned by Samoans, which Freeman has no difficulty docu-
menting. One can only ask how Mead could have been so wrong. It is
not easy to do justice to Freeman’s answers to that question. But the main
outlines are as follows: First, Mead went to Samoa without a knowledge
of the language and with unfortunate gaps in her familiarity with the ex-
tensive literature on Samoa. Since she had, in fact, a greater familiarity
with the literature on other parts of Polynesia, such as Tahiti, where the
patterns of religion and sexuality were very different, she probably had
expectations that biased her from the start. When she reached Samoa
she did not undertake a general study of the Samoan ethos and culture
but launched directly into her study of adolescence.
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Her informants were adolescent girls; neither boys nor adults were
studied. Modern Samoans have for some time suspected that the girls
amused themselves by pulling her leg—a suspicion confirmed by the re-
cently recorded testimony of one of Mead’s original informants (Freeman
1989). This is a standard form of psychic aggression in Samoa, says
Freeman.” Since Mead chose not to live with a Samoan family, she lim-
ited her means of checking what her informants told her with the way
people actually behaved or with what others might say.

Finally, as Freeman cogently argues, Mead went to Samoa hoping
to show that culture was more important than nature, and wrote up her
research under continuing intellectual pressure to maintain this posi-
tion. While she did not intentionally distort, her biases quite clearly shaped
her interpretations.

Mead never returned to Samoa to double-check her findings, even
though it was not many years before dissent was voiced. Eventually Mead
(1969) admitted that perhaps she had visited Samoa during a period when
by good fortune its usual strict patterns had been relaxed—she knew by
then that her account was not corroborated by other sources or author-
ities. But the myth that Samoan conditions offer proof that adolescent
behavior is essentially conditioned by culture, and behind it the larger
myth that culture does, but biology does not, shape human behavior, re-
tained a vigor that is readily gauged by the vociferous dismissal of
Freeman'’s book when it received the public notice deserved by a work
designed to demolish one of anthropology’s hoariest myths.?

I hasten to add that Freeman did not say we should affirm the po-
sition of the extreme naturists of the 1920s whom Boas, Mead, and oth-
ers sought to refute (see chapter 3). But he did say that human behavior
is the product both of human biology and human culture and that to
continue to argue that for all practical purposes the former may be ig-
nored is a position that will retard the understanding of culture as well
as human nature.

Freeman’s restudy does not show that adolescent stress is a uni-

%It is called taufa’alili or taufa’ase’e. Tim O'Meara (personal communication) calls it “recre-
ational lying,” and notes that it is one of the most common forms of humor and recreation
in Samoa. Among other things, he adds, its prevalence in all age groups shows how wide-
spread aggressive feelings are in Samoa (see also Freeman 1989).

®Early in 1983, the membership of the Northeastern Anthropological Association voted to
direct its executive board to criticize the publisher of Freeman's book, and the New York
Times, for the book's publicity campaign. Later in the same year, the American Anthropo-
logical Association, at its annual meeting, voted to express its dismay that the magazine
Science 83 had recommended Freeman's book for holiday gift-giving (Caton 1990: 228-229).
These votes were fairly direct measures of the anthropological commitment to cultural de-
terminism and the tabula rasa view of the mind that will be discussed in subsequent chap-
ters.
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versal, or that sexual jealousy is. But it seriously questions Mead’s con-
tention that Samoan data prove that neither of these is a universal. Other
lines of evidence suggest that both are universals, and we have some good
ideas as to why they should be.

MALE AND FEMALE AMONG THE TCHAMBULI

The Chambri, better known as the Tchambuli, the name Margaret Mead
used for them in Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies (1935),
live on an island in a lake near the Sepik River in Papua New Guinea.
They are famous in anthropology for purportedly showing the flexibility
of male and female temperaments. In Sex and Temperament Mead de-
scribed three societies representing three different patterns of male and
female temperament. In one case, both the sexes conformed to our ideal
of a man; in another, both sexes conformed to our ideal of a woman. In
the third society, the Chambri, Mead found something no less strange,
“a genuine reversal of the sex-attitudes of our culture, with the woman
the dominant, impersonal, managing partner, the man the less respon-
sible and the emotionally dependent person” (1935:279). Mead concluded
from her study that the sex-linked characteristics of behavior and psyche
that we think are “normal” are in fact arbitrary: “We are forced to con-
clude that human nature is almost unbelievably malleable, responding
accurately and contrastingly to contrasting cultural conditions” (1935:280).
The Chambri case did not present the neat pattern that this last sen-
tence suggests, however, for there was a “contradiction at the root of
Tchambuli society” (Mead 1935:263).

Kinship was patrilineal, polygyny was normal, wives were bought
by men, men were stronger than women and could beat them, and men
were considered by right to be in charge. These ideals flew in the face of
a very different reality: “it is the women in Tchambuli who have the real
position of power in society” and “the actual dominance of women is far
more real than the structural position of the men” (Mead 1935:253, 271).

The roots of female dominance were threefold. First, the women
were the economically productive element among the Chambri. Women
did nearly all the fishing, and they traded fish with bush peoples in the
hills for sago and other foodstuffs. Women also wove mosquito nets, which
were important items of trade. Female productivity provided the Chambri
with the exchange valuables needed for ceremonies, wife purchases, and
other transactions. Women went about their business in a self-assured,
matter-of-fact, and competent way. Second, women exhibited consider-
able solidarity. Third, women seemed relatively untroubled emotionally.

In contrast, men were de facto dependents, forced to wheedle food-
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stuffs and money from women. While Chambri men were supposed to
be headhunters, they in fact bought their victims. Men spent almost all
their time in artistic activities: painting, dancing, and the like. Pleasant
though men’s activities might be, they were games, insubstantial or a
sham. Men constantly bickered in a petty and peevish fashion with one
another; they preened in a way that can only be called prissy. They made
“catty” remarks to one another (Mead 1935:252). Indulged by their women,
men went on shopping trips like women in the West. Finally, men were
prone to psychological problems. The “unadjusted” among them might
even try to act aggressively toward women (1935:271-272).

Mead attributed many of the Chambri male’s characteristics to child
rearing. While boys and girls were raised alike up to the age of six, at that
point little boys entered a difficult period. While their sisters were in-
ducted quickly and easily into the women’s world and activities, for three
to four years the boys were left at loose ends: they weren't welcome in
the older boys’ and men’s world, nor could they remain at home in the
female world. At this point boys also began to ponder the discrepancy
between Chambri ideals and the sad truth that females were in fact in
charge. Men had to purchase wives, or have them purchased for them,
but only if women gave them the purchase price. Men could have more
than one wife, but this was because more than one woman might choose
some man as husband.

In many ways Mead's study of the Chambri and the two societies
she compared them with was even more startling in its results than Cormn-
ing of Age in Samoa. It is no surprise that Chambri women were to be-
come an “icon” of women's studies (Gewertz 1981:94). But the implica-
tions of the Chambri case were toned down in anthropology at least in
part because Mead later, in the 1962 introduction to Male and Female,
took more of a universalist approach to male and female temperaments.
However, Mead'’s description of Chambri temperaments, along with the
conclusions she drew from studying them, are summarized with few res-
ervations in various recent anthropological textbooks (Aceves and King
1978; Benderly, Gallagher, and Young 1977; Harris 1980; Selby and
Garretson 1981).

Gewertz restudied the Chambri in 1974-75. She was primarily in-
terested in trade and exchange but noted that the picture of male and
female given by Mead was no longer applicable, if it ever had been. Gewertz
reconstructs the Chambri and Margaret Mead's view of them as follows:
In traditional Chambri conceptions, men are aggressive and women sub-
missive. In their interactions with each other they generally conform to
this conception and have apparently done so for as long as there is ev-
idence (i.e., back to about 1850). True, Chambri women were the bread-
winners, but they “have never controlled the relations of production, for
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they have had little access to the political arena in which more signifi-
cant transactional decisions are made” (Gewertz 1981:99-100). Although
Chambri women were the productive element in their society, their hus-
bands and fathers controlled the fruits of female productivity, and used
them to enhance their (the men's) status. Gewertz saw no reason to think
the matter had been different when Mead studied the Chambri. Although
Mead (1935:254) explicitly states that it is a woman's choice to hand over
the proceeds of her activities, she gives no example of a woman asserting
herself by withholding valuables or even of allocating them as she chose.
Gewertz says flatly that Chambri women “have never been free to deter-
mine to whom or in what circumstances their produce will be given”
(1981:100). Rather, women were under the pressure of conflicting demands
from the different men in their lives—husbands and fathers—each of
whom might use force on his wife or daughter. If Chambri women were
dominant, they did not dominate Chambri men. They might challenge
men, but such were “the challenges of subversives who have no direct
access to political decision making” (Gewertz 1981:100).

There was, however, a context in which Chambri women were dom-
inant: it was vis-a-vis other women, the women who traded sago to
Chambri women for their fish. The sago suppliers were bush people who
lived in scattered small communities throughout nearby hills. They were
considered inferior by the Chambri and, in various senses, were to
Chambri as Chambri women are to Chambri men: the Chambri were de-
pendent on the bush people for sago (the bush people could have got
fish on their own), the bush people were submissive in the face of Chambri
dominance, the bush people were politically vulnerable. Thus there were
contexts in which Chambri women acted like men—Mead’s observations
were to a degree accurate—but the contexts did not include Chambri
women dominating Chambri men.

Another way in which context was critical to Mead's observations
was the temporal context. As Mead noted, the Chambri had only recently
returned to their island after a lengthy exile resulting from defeat by neigh-
bors. Mead failed to see the impact this unusual situation had on the
Chambri. In their period of exile the Chambri had taken up residence
among their inferiors, the bush-dwelling sago suppliers. Some Chambri
men had even married women from these groups. In the Chambri scheme
of things, wife-giving groups are superior to wife-takers—so that Chambri
men by marrying bush women had in effect nullified Chambri dominance.
On returning to their island it was up to Chambri women to reassert their
old pattern of superiority over bush women, so that the barter of fish for
sago could resume its traditional pattern. Without access to sago, Chambri
men would not be able to compete successfully with the men they con-
sidered their equals—the other fisherfolk of the region (among whom were
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the enemies who had once expelled them). The “strain” and “watchful-
ness” that Mead had reported in Chambri men were quite explicable in
this circumstance: they were not yet certain that they would succeed in
reestablishing the old pattern (and may perhaps have wondered if the
white man’s protection would be adequate).

Chambri men’s artistic activities had a temporal explanation too.
When driven from their islands the Chambri's physical structures and all
their ritual paraphernalia had been burnt. Chambri men were still busy
in the 1930s rebuilding all that had been lost.

Thus Mead saw a temporary condition in which normal male ac-
tivities, male-male competition especially, were muted. She credited
Chambri women with an aggressiveness and dominance that they did
have in some spheres but not over and against their men.

We might note in closing this section that the myth of the onetime
existence of a society in which females dominated men in the public arena
is ethnographically widespread. In recent years there has been a diligent
search for such societies, or the reliable record of them, but none has
been found (Bamberger 1974). It seems fair to say that Mead’s Sex and
Temperament contributed substantially to the myth.

FACIAL EXPRESSIONS

Facial expressions have rarely been examined anthropologically, and yet
I think a great many anthropologists would consider them to be cultur-
ally determined. To support their opinions they could cite La Barre (1947)
and Birdwhistell (1963, 1970).

La Barre writes about both facial expressions and gestures and does
not clearly distinguish between them. As an anthropologist he is “wary”
of any claims that they may be instinctive, and his discussion is almost
entirely confined to cultural differences. Although he notes that “the phys-
iologically conditioned response and the purely cultural one” are typi-
cally mixed in the language of gesture throughout the world (1947:57),
the cultural component is sufficient to ensure that “there is no ‘natural’
language of emotional gesture” (1947:55).

When Birdwhistell began, in 1945, to plan his research into what he
calls “kinesics,” i.e., “patterned and learned aspects of body motion which
can be demonstrated to have communicational value” (1963:125), he as-
sumed that there were universal expressions of “primary emotional states”
(1963:126). But his research led him to the opposite conclusion: the emo-
tional states that he had considered natural are in fact culturally defined,
and “there are probably no universal symbols of emotional state or tone”
(1963:126).















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































