
 

 

 

   

LEARNING THEME1 – THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL STUDY 

OF CULTURE IN A MULTICULTURAL CONTEXT (APY1501) 

 

Learning outcomes 

 Introduce you to anthropology as a discipline 

 Explaining Anthropology and other disciplines  

 Defining the anthropological perspective and approach  

 Outlining the  subfields of anthropology  

 Understanding the reason of why becomes an anthropologist? 

 

 

INTRODUCTION, ORIENTATION AND WELCOME TO 

ANTHROPOLOGY

 

LEARNING THEME 1. WHAT IS ANTHROPOLOGY 

OVERVIEW 

 

Definition of Anthropology 

 

The term anthropology comes from the Greek anthropos for “man/human” and logos 

for “study” 

 

 

 Anthropology is the study of ourselves and others and appreciating our own and other 

people‟s ways of being and doing. 

 Anthropology is the study of humankind everywhere, both past and present. 

 Anthropologist study people and their behaviour which require spending extended 

periods of time with people in their own environment. 

 Anthropology produces information (data), knowledge and understanding of what 

makes people different from one another and what makes them similar, and looks at 

what all human beings have in common. 

 

 

 

 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS 
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 violence against foreign African nationals and the phenomenon of xenophobia (the fear 

or hatred of foreigners) 

 the ongoing controversy about the changing of place names in South Africa 

 The coach of the national rugby team labelling supporters “racists” for criticising a 

(black) player, but not commenting on the affectionate roar of “Beast!” (the player‟s 

nickname) by a mainly white crowd (when the black rugby player played particularly 

well)    

Looking at the above examples you would ask yourself questions like why? 

 

 The above critical questions give a platform as to why anthropologists 

are curious about studying people. 

 

 

 

 They strive to make sense of human behavior 

 They try to seek answers for the above raised questions related to human condition and 

the human experience. 

 Develop a better understanding of diverse societies in different contexts by spending            

time with people in their particular settings ( a process called fieldwork) 

 

       Fieldwork” 

 

 Form of direct contact with people in their “world” in order to learn more about them  

 This “field” involves a great diversity of settings 

 Anthropologists thus take themselves out of the comfort zone of their own familiar 

surroundings to experience other people and their activities in an unfamiliar context 

 You did the same thing when you moved to a new fl at in another building; when you 

arrived at your first or a new job; 

 

Some of the questions anthropologists seek to answer 

 

 What are our similarities? 

 What makes us distinctly human? 

 Despite sharing common human traits, why are we so very different? 

 Why do people differ in appearance, that is, physically and biologically?  

pg. 2



 

 

 

   

 Why do people have different patterns of behaviour?  

The basic question which anthropology has always tried to answer is: 

 How can we explain the uniformity and diversity of humans and human behaviour – that 

is, the human experience? 

 

Anthropology and other disciplines 

 

 There are several other disciplines that also study people 

For example: 

 Psychology, sociology, history, geography, political science, economics, human biology, 

philosophy and literature. 

What distinguishes anthropology from these other disciplines? 

 

 Anthropology uses a particular approach, characteristic perspectives and distinctive 

methods of doing research. 

Defining concepts 

Discipline  

 Is a branch of instruction or learning, a branch of science  

 Different disciplines have different fields of study and 

 Each has its particular approach and methods of obtaining data. 

 

Other disciplines also study people, but they tend to be narrower in their emphasis and usually 

focus only on a certain aspect of the human condition.  

A few examples are: 

Psychology 

 Studies the mental life of humans by means of scientific and interpretive methods. 

 Focuses on the nature and characteristics of the human psyche or mind 

  Anthropologists would argue that individual psychology is shaped by the particular human 

environment or sociocultural context in which a person grows up and lives. 

Anthropologists, in fact, have provided and continue to provide cross-cultural perspectives on 

psychoanalytic propositions and on issues of development and cognitive psychology 

 

Specialist fields developed as a result of anthropology:  

 

Psychological anthropology,  

Culture 
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Personality,  

Ethnopsychology, etc 

 

Sociology 

  

 Is the study of the people‟s social life, more particularly the social relations, organization 

and human behaviour of human societies. 

 Anthropology and sociology share these interests but there are significant conventional 

differences between the disciplines 

 

 

Sociology  Anthropology 

Inclined to study societies, and different 

groupings within them, in the industrial “West” 

(“modern” or “developed” or “urbanised” 

people). 

Worked mainly among nonindustrial people 

(“traditional” or “preliterate” or “pre-industrial” 

Developed different methods of data 

collection. 

Developed different methods of data 

collection. 

rely on questionnaires and other techniques to 

produce quantifiable data – sampling and 

statistical methods to study complex 

communities 

The populations anthropologists originally 

concentrated on were smaller, nonliterate 

(without writing) groupings of people in mainly 

rural settings 

 Developed qualitative research strategies in 

these contexts 

 Lived with the people for extended periods of 

time, participated in their daily activities and 

observed, at first hand, the normal routine of 

their lives. 

  

  

 

History 

 

 Is inclined to focus on past events and individuals, 

 Historians seek to explain why such events occurred in the sequence that they did, as 

well as the role of particular individuals and circumstances in such a process. 
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How does it differ from anthropology?  

 

 Anthropology emphasises the contemporary situation and events although, naturally, 

anthropologists cannot work without an awareness of the past, of the sequence of 

occurrences that led to contemporary human dynamics. 

 

Geographers 

 Particularly human geographers are also interested in people.  

 Tend to relate the study of humans to the study of the land.  

 Stress ecological factors such as terrain and climate and their influence on human 

behaviour. 

Other social or human sciences modules 

Political science  

 Deals with leadership and governance, with “politics” at all levels, municipal or local to 

international or global  

 

 Economics  

 Studies the organisation and systems which provide for people‟s material needs and 

emphasises, in particular, market economies  

 

Education 

 Concerns itself with the formal and informal processes of acquiring knowledge, 

systematic instruction or training, the science of teaching, pedagogies/ pedagogics  

 

Theology  

 Focuses on the nature of, and belief in, divine beings and their relations to other 

phenomena, the universe and other beings  

 

NB: anthropology differs from these other disciplines in that it has an integrated approach to 

the totality (whole) of human existence. 
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THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE AND APPROACH 

 

 

Anthropology differs from other disciplines in distinct ways: 

 Other disciplines generally limit their field of study to particular aspects or systems of 

human activities or human living 

 Anthropology is concerned with the human condition in its entirety- anthropologists take 

the whole context of a particular group of people into account. 

 

Anthropologists study not only all varieties of people, but also many aspects of human 

experience 

 

A good example”: they do not just describe people but… 

 

 Might discuss the history of the area in which the people live,  

 The physical environment  

 The organisation of family life 

 The general features of their language 

 the group‟s settlement patterns 

 Political and economic systems 

 Religion, and  

 Styles of art and dress 

Anthropology thus integrates many different areas of concern and is therefore an attempt to 

 get “the whole picture”, to put it all together and to apply knowledge from various spheres of 

activity to the understanding of any particular aspect of human behaviour – by placing this 

within its socio-cultural and environmental context. 

Holism 

 The term „holism‟ carries the implication that sociocultural systems, and people‟s lives, 

are interconnected in an almost ideal, balanced and perfectly functional way. 

 The reality is that anthropologists often study peoples‟ lives as fragmented worlds 

containing many inherent contradictions that are either not integrated or only partially 

integrated.  

Contextualisation 

 Might be a more useful concept, implying not stability and integration, but it emphasises 

dynamic relationships between phenomena. 
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The notion of holism (or contextualisation) is, therefore, based on the expectation that each 

patterned element or system is dependent upon or linked to some other elements within a 

specific time, situation, and locality.  

 Change within one system can influence other systems. 

Example 

 Changes in a group‟s economic system may have an influence on religious 

roles, family organisation, political behaviour or any other sociocultural system 

of that group. 

 

What does this mean? 

 Sociocultural systems and peoples‟ lives are organized wholes within which the 

different elements or parts are linked and interdependent 

 The anthropological approach is also typified by comparison, or what has been called 

the comparative method. 

 

Anthropological comparison 

 It is not intended as a way of determining which groups, communities or societies (or 

their ways of organising their lives – their sociocultural systems) are better, superior or 

at a higher level of development (more “civilised” was a term used in earlier, particularly 

non anthropological writings) 

Anthropological comparison 

-Comparison is employed by anthropologists to indicate differences between the sociocultural 

systems of people, but also to bring to the fore similarities or even universals. 

 

Why 

 In order to put their generalisations and theories to the test and further refine them 

 To avoid generalisations about the human condition based solely on their own 

sociocultural experience 

 To compare a wide range of sociocultural systems of groups and of people throughout 

the world 

How useful these comparative generalisations 

 They are used to find out what is similar or different in various systems; if they can 

uncover some common features 

How does this help 
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 This will help anthropologists to understand why humans behave in the way they do. 

 

 

NOTE: 

 Anthropology is also associated with the concept of culture ALSO REFERED TO AS 

(a sociocultural system) and with a particular method of doing research fieldwork. 

 

 

THE SUBFIELDS OF ANTHROPOLOGY 

 

 

 Many anthropologists no longer subscribe to the “four fields” of anthropology – 

archaeology, sociocultural anthropology, biological/physical anthropology and 

linguistics – mainly because these are so closely related and many of the areas of 

interest overlap. 

Different subfields 

Biological or physical anthropology 

 Deals with the biological or physical aspects of humans and human populations. 

 Focus on the fossil remains of prehistoric human-like beings which have been 

preserved in the earth‟s crust (and in the Polar Regions and swamps)  

Why …… 

To obtain information about the development of human beings from very early times 

 

 Exchange information with human paleontologists who make a study of the emergence 

of human beings and their later evolution  

Why…. 

 This enables biological anthropologists to obtain information about early human beings 

and their relation to modern humans. 

 

 Make use of human genetics (the study of inherited human traits), population biology 

(the study of the effects of the environment) and epidemiology (the study of the differing 

effects of diseases on populations).  

Why… 

 In order to answer why they are variations between human populations 

 

Archaeology 
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 The word is derived from the Greek arkhaios (ancient) and logos (discipline or science), 

 Studies the past living conditions and changes that occurred in human populations 

during prehistoric times 

 Do not have written records on which they can rely for information 

 They obtain data from the material remains of human settlements that are carefully 

collected during the excavation of sites where people once lived 

 Remains such as tools, ornaments, potsherds, weapons and human bones are all 

examples of “remains 

 Often obtain vitally important information about the prehistory of human populations that 

has not been preserved in oral tradition or written records 

 More than 99% of the early history of human beings has become known through 

archaeological and, to a lesser degree, through anthropological sources and research 

methods. 

Linguistic anthropology 

 Focuses on the large variety of languages spoken by people and, especially, the 

relationship between language and other aspects of people‟s lives. 

 Initially, linguistic anthropologists studied the historical development of the unwritten 

languages of “non-Western societies”. 

 The focus have shifted and language is now viewed not only as an indispensable 

means of communication within the communities or societies being studied, but also as 

a means of obtaining an understanding of how sociocultural phenomena are expressed 

verbally 

 Language is also used as a key to determine how people view the world, the 

environment in they live, and how they view other people. 

Specialist areas within linguistic anthropology include: 

 

Historical linguistics 

 The study of how languages change over time and how languages are related to each 

other 

Descriptive or structural linguistics 

 The study of the difference between contemporary languages, especially in terms of 

their construction  

Sociolinguistics 

 The study of the way in which language is used in different social contexts 

pg. 9



 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Sociocultural anthropology 

 

 The “Anthropology” in the name of the department: Anthropology and Archaeology 

actually refers to sociocultural anthropology 

 the anthropological study of culture in a multicultural context), sociocultural 

anthropology is more accurate and more descriptive of the kind of emphasis we place 

in this subdiscipline 

 

 Historically, a distinction was made between cultural anthropology and social 

anthropology, mainly because: 

 

cultural anthropology Social 

anthropology” 

Also drew some of its principles from the 

German anthropological tradition– and was 

more broadly based. 

Essentially practiced in Great Britain and 

developed from sociological theory. 

 

emphasised patterned behaviour transmitted 

over generations 

within a group context guided by particular 

common values 

focused 

on the dynamics of social relations, social 

structure and so on 

  

  

 

 

NB: Clearly there is some value (and weaknesses) in both approaches, and hence our 

preference for sociocultural anthropology and the study of sociocultural systems – which is also 

an attempt to adopt a more balanced approach towards understanding the human experience. 

 

WHY BECOME AN ANTHROPOLOGIST 

 If we study only our own context and sociocultural system we merely produce what 

anthropologists call “culture-bound” explanations that cannot be applied to humans in 
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general. What we are trying to become sensitive to is the fact that people adapt to 

different environments and that they do this physically and socioculturally.  

 This, in turn, leads us to understanding behaviour in others that at first might seem 

strange – and this again can prevent misunderstanding between people 

 Differences and misunderstandings between people are often quite subtle – body 

language, gestures, perception of personal space – or they might be more explicit. 

 In southern Africa, for example, people dance for varying reasons and, depending on a 

particular context, some people dance for recreation or practise dancing as a 

competitive “sport”. Others dance “with joy” or when they celebrate a significant life 

event such as a wedding.  

Yet others (trance)-dance to communicate with the spirit world or on other ritual occasions, 

while others dance when they are angry or protesting – toyi-toyi. 

Being an anthropologist hence: 

 Make one able to “translate” such expressions of differing sociocultural systems in order 

to prevent misunderstandings that are often based on stereotypes or presumptions. 

 To further illustrate this principle, here are some examples of literal (mis)-translations 

that can occur in the sociocultural domain of communication: 
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LEARNING THEME 2 – THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL WAY: DOING 

RESEARCH 

 

Learning Outcomes 

 to explain what fieldwork entails 

 

Introduction 

One of the key questions anthropologists seek to address is: 

 How we can account for both the uniformity and diversity of human beings and human 

behaviour (the human experience and the human condition): 

 

 

FIELD WORK 

 

 This is when anthropologist spends extended periods of time with other people in their  

own surroundings and becoming familiar with their activities in their context. 

Why… to develop an understanding of different societies in diverse settings 

 

 This method differentiate anthropology from other disciplines 

 

Field work and Ethnography  

 To do fieldwork, anthropologists have to leave their offices, libraries, lecture rooms, 

homes, towns or cities and sometimes their own countries to study another community 

or people in a different setting by spending a prolonged period of time with them. 

 This is often called ethnographic fieldwork 

Ethnography 

 Is both the process and the product of fieldwork.  

 In the early days of anthropology, ethnography was regarded and practised, as a mere 

description of a group of people (although this is no longer the case). 

 

“Ethnography” is derived from the Greek ethnos (peoples) and graphein (to write).  Literally: to 

write about peoples.  
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Anthropologists used to regard this as the descriptive study of “cultures” or “human societies”. 

 

This involves more than just describing the people and their activities or just collecting 

information or data. 

 The other important aspect of ethnography is the writing up of the information and 

the findings – this is called the recording of, or the reporting on the data collected 

 

 

PREPARING FOR FIELD AND ENTERING THE FIELD 

 

 

Thorough preparation is required before an anthropologist embarks on a fieldwork project 

 

Why…..because he/she will be dealing with people and their context for the first time. 

 

 Preparation for fieldwork in anthropology begins with the selection of a research topic, 

which will involve deciding on where and how the fieldwork is to be done. 

 Once the decision on a research them and the locality of the fieldwork has been made, 

information should be collected about the people and the topic that is going to be 

researched 

 Published, internet and unpublished sources such as unpublished dissertations and 

theses need to be consulted as well 

 Maps and aerial photographs are also useful orientation aids in a rural area. 

 A research proposal is required before doing the field work especially in orgarnisation 

and students undertaking Master and Doctoral studies 

 Permmission has to be obtain  from the people being researched or studied ( Consent 

forms) 

 Participates should be informed what the research entails 

 Knowledge of language or the services of a good interpreter (if the anthropologist is at 

first unable to communicate in that language) to avoid serious misunderstandings 

 

 

Entering the field 

 An anthropologist should be accepted by the people under study 

 This is a crucial and often delicate stage of any project, if not the fieldwork will simply 

never happen 

pg. 13



 

 

 

   

 He has to take into account all the people, authorities that his/her research subjects 

interact with 

FIELD WORK METHODOLOGY, METHODS AND TECHNIQUES 

This is one of the characteristic features of anthropology and that it specifically involves 

firsthand, direct (“face-to-face”) contact with the people being studied.  

 

Methodology (research strategy) 

 

Participant observation 

 This method was first adopted by Bronislaw Malinowski 

 Entails a “peculiar combination of subjectivity and objectivity, adventure and work, 

romanticism and pragmatism  

 Requires that the researcher immerse him- or herself in the daily lives of the people 

being studied. 

 the anthropologist speaks constantly with the people whom he or she is studying and 

asks questions about the things they observe 

 

The “participation part”  

 This implies that the researcher has committed his or her thoughts, emotions, feelings, 

etc to the real-world fieldwork setting.  

The “observer part” 

 This implies that the researcher has recorded his or her observations in an objective, 

scientific and systematic manner.  

 The combination of these two roles (i.e. participant and observer) requires a very 

delicate balancing act. 

 The anthropologist must not only live in the host group or community, but should also 

learn the local language. 

 One of the main objectives of participant observation consists of encountering research 

subjects in their everyday context 

 Anthropologists do not put people into artificial or experimental situations 

 Anthropologists often “hang around” for lengthy periods of time/ talks with them in their 

ordinary, everyday situation with people under study than putting them into “artificial or 

experimental” situations. 
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 They observes them – often by just “hanging around” for lengthy periods of time, or 

talks to them in their ordinary, everyday situation 

 Anthropologist do not interview subjects via questionnaires but engage in long 

conversations in order to obtain their versions of the issues at hand and their reflections 

about their own existence    

 Records about impressions, observations and information gained throughout this 

process should be kept 

 A personal diary is useful to record researcher day today experiences, feelings and 

perceptions – and thus often helps to contextualise the data obtained on a particular 

day. 

Note: anthropologists also use “Qualitative research methodology: the anthropological 

strategy” as methods and techniques, 

 The anthropologist has to identify certain knowledgeable persons (specifically 

concerning the research topic) 

 Interviews are conducted with these people (in-depth or intensive interviewing) about 

matters relevant to the research problem.  

 more flexible measures are sometimes more appropriate when selecting informants or 

research participants 

 The easier route is to use community leaders government administrative or tribal 

officials or persons who have become conversant with certain areas of activity (eg 

politics, religion, education or food production) 

 

Genealogical method 

 Developed by early anthropologists in their study of the principles of kinship, 

descent and marriage 

 Genealogical data are used in order to reconstruct family history and to gain an 

understanding of relationships among the people they are studying 

 Entails questioning informants about their relatives (kin), naming all those they can 

remember living or dead, and indicating the nature of the relationship 

(“relatedness”) between them. 

 This information is the used to draw kinship diagrams or a family tree 

 

Why anthropologists studied kingships 

 Kinship was extremely important because it determined an individual‟s status and 

position 

 Succession and inheritance were according to kinship relations 
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 Kinship was the key to understanding the structure and function of a community –

economically, politically, ritually, etc 

 Nowadays, anthropologists do research in all kinds of contexts, including in    urban 

areas and among more complex communities or groups where kinship ties are less 

important (although not completely unimportant) 

 To trace and understand social relations in a wider sense than just those based on 

kinship, anthropologists also make use of social (or personal) network analysis. 

 This strategy incorporates relationships beyond those established by kinship and 

marriage and hence also includes relationships derived from friendship, the 

workplace, sport or a common interest. 

 

Life history method 

 Anthropologists usually ask an informant for an autobiography or life history 

 This have shaped his or her life, which will help the individual to interprets life‟s 

events by reference to his/her sociocultural system 

 Help reveal insights into the ways he or she, and by extension, other members of 

the community, perceive their world  

 Life histories also provide data about how individuals adjust to the restraints placed 

on them by their sociocultural system and to the things that have happened to them 

 This is particularly important to those interested in psychological anthropology 

 

 

DISORIENTATION AND “CULTURE SHOCK 

 

 When someone feel disorientation because much is unfamiliar, the people, the 

environment, finding his way around and the local practices, rules, etiquette or 

customs 

Example of one of the experience: You stepped off the plane in a foreign country, collected 

your luggage and then faced the unknown 

 Anthropologists have also called this feeling of disorientation culture shock, a 

psychological condition of uncertainty and stress 

 often experience in the initial stages of their fieldwork and this is as a result of 

strange circumstances and people and things that, at first, they do not understand 
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 Anthropologists endure culture shock during their first few days in the research field. 

 Having an interpreter, at least initially, is so important to establish communication 

between the anthropologist and his or her research subjects. 

 Ideally it is best to learn the language of the people he or she is studying  

 subtle nuances of communication, such as body language, or “corporate speak” 

must be sensitive to 

 

 

ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELDWORK- ANTHROPOLOGY 
SELF CRITICISM

 

 

 

 Malinowski encouraged an approach to fieldwork that, through participant observation, 

would enable anthropologists to “grasp the native‟s point of view”; 

 The belief was that this subjective perspective would complement the 

researcher/anthropologist‟s more objective viewpoint. 

 

Emic approach 

 

 To see the people being studied as actors “in” their own sociocultural 

context and to be aware of how they perceive and categorise the 

world and what has meaning for them 

 

Etic or 

researcher-

oriented 

 

 An approach that studies the sociocultural system from the “outside” 

as a scientist 

 The focus of research shifts from people‟s own categories, 

explanations and interpretations to those of the anthropologist 

 The researcher works from the assumption that people are so 

subjectively involved in their own lifestyle that they find it difficult to 

have an impartial view of it. 

 

 

 

 

Note: 

 The researcher, like all scientists, is also human and possesses preferences and 

predispositions that make unqualified objectivity impossible. 
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 This is why anthropologists combine the etic and emic approaches in their 

fieldwork strategies. 

 Interaction between these two approaches produces a more meaningful and 

accurate representation of peoples‟ sociocultural systems. 

 

Ethnocentrism 

 Is the inclination of many people to regard their own sociocultural system or way of life 

as superior, and they use the values and practices of their own system to judge the 

behaviour and beliefs of others. 

 Enhances sociocultural solidarity and a sense of community among people who share 

similar traditions, 

 It encourages the belief that people who behave differently are strange, immoral or 

even barbaric or primitive 

 People tend to believe that their own familiar explanations, opinions and customs are 

correct, proper, true and moral 

Examples of ethnocentrism: 

 South Africans, for example, would regard eating dogs or insects or drinking the blood 

of a cow, mixed with milk, unacceptable, even disgusting. But some of these same 

people find eating beef or the South African delicacy biltong (seasoned, dry and raw 

venison or the meat of cattle) quite appetising.  

 The Hindus people of India, however, would regard the South African custom of eating 

beef primitive and disgusting (because Hinduism teaches that the cow is a sacred 

animal). 

 

 

Cultural relativism 

 Suggests that behaviour in a specific sociocultural system should not be judged by the 

values and norms of another system 

In other words 

 It is the principle that an individual human's beliefs and activities should be understood 

by others in terms of that individual's own culture. 

 group or community or society‟s behaviour, ideas, beliefs and customs should be 

studied and understood within their own context and judged as equally valid 
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Cultural relativism, if taken to the extreme, can also, however, be problematic because it would 

imply that there is no such thing as a universal human morality 

 

 If one adopts this view, then one has to accept the practice of female genital mutilation, 

clitoridectomy (the removal of a girl‟s clitoris), which is still carried out in some parts of 

Africa and the Middle East. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Anthropologists have tried to counteract the notion of ethnocentrism by spending 

extended periods of time in different sociocultural systems among the people 

themselves – thus learning by direct and personal experience that “different” people are 

no less human.  

 They have thus resisted ranking sociocultural systems and have attempted to 

understand them on their own terms.  

 If they assess them, they simply try to judge whether these systems satisfy the needs 

and expectations of the people themselves 

 

 Anthropologists have to be introspective and honest about the variables that have an 

influence on their ethnographic work, 

 They also have to be aware of their own influence on the process and product of 

fieldwork 

 

 Self-criticism has emerged a number of “trends” or, as they are sometimes called, 

“turns”: reflexive trend” – which produced different fieldwork relationships and new 

styles of ethnographic writing 

Compassionate turn  

 a moral awareness and a willingness into take up the cause of the people being studied 

and using “… our ability to listen, and to observe carefully and with empathy and 

compassion” 

Multivocality 
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 More than one “voice” was to be heard both that of the anthropologist and those being 

studied. 

Narrative ethnography 

 Focused on the character and process of the ethnographic dialogue  

 Narrative ethnography became a creative intermingling of lived experiences, field data, 

methodological reflections, and cultural analysis by a situated and self-conscious 

narrator 

Reciprocity 

To giving something back to the research participants for their collaboration – as an ethical 

requirement of field 
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LEARNING THEME 3 – IS ANTHROPOLOGY USEFUL 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

There are several issues human have been faced with for example: 

 

 conflict and violence between individuals, groups, communities, societies and nations 

 Physical and human environment, specifically caused by climate and natural disasters, 

race and class, socio-cultural differences, disease, poverty etc. 

This brings us to the question is anthropology useful?  In other words “can anthropology 

make a different in any of these situations?” 

 

The answer is yes….  

Anthropology contributes in bringing explanations and understanding to particular situations 

 

 

THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACH AND THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL 
DIFFERENCE

 

 

A worldwide scope that is not bound by time 

 A holistic/multifaceted/contextual approach that takes people‟s whole situation into 

account 

– The various spheres of activity and their effects on each other, the sociocultural and 

environmental setting and the dynamic interaction of all of these 

 A comparative view that attempts to bring similarities and differences between a 

wide range of groups or people or contexts to the fore 

 The concept of sociocultural system (or culture) by means of which anthropologists 

strive to study and understand the ways in which people organise their lives – that 

is, the different spheres of their activities – within their particular context 
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 A relativism that allows anthropologists to be perceptive of the specific way in which 

people develop their sociocultural system according to their needs and local 

situation 

 The research method of fieldwork which, unlike experimental and survey research, 

enables anthropologists to collect qualitative data by means of firsthand experience 

and personal observation 

 

 

THE PRACTICAL APPLICATION OF 
ANTHROPOLOGY

 

 

 In South Africa, anthropologists‟ expertise and specialised knowledge about people 

(In general and in varying rural and urban sociocultural systems) are increasingly being used 

by institutions such as the government, municipalities, the development organisations and the 

SABC. 

 

42 fields of application and practical work by anthropologists identified by John van 

Willigen: 

 

 Agriculture                                        • resettlement 

 Alcohol and drug abuse                     missionary work 

  Cultural resource management         • rural and urban development 

 Design and architecture                    • women and development 

 Community development                   • conflict resolution 

 Education and school                        • war 

  Employment and labour relations      • wildlife management 

 Health and medicine                          • social impact assessment 

 Land use and land claims                   • succession disputes in chiefdoms 

 Cultural tourism 

 

Few examples of practising anthropologists 

 Herselman (Unisa) – health-care 

 Weileman (independent consultant) – legal anthropology 

 Balzni (Roehampton University) – refugees 

 

Anthropologists‟ expertise lies specifically:  

 In their sensitivity to people and their circumstances  
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 Their ability to become intensely involved with people  

 Their ability to establish a rapport with people  

 Their detailed knowledge of human behaviour and different ways of living 

 Their holistic perspective on people and their ways of living  

 Experience has shown that the successful planning and execution of a development 

project is virtually impossible without the input of anthropologists. 

 

 Anthropologists normally care for other people and are sensitive to, and tolerant of, 

sociocultural diversity 

 They are often required to act as cultural brokers in resolving problems and dispelling 

ignorance. 

 

Note: Bear in mind that at least some of these attitudes and skills can be acquired and 

developed by anybody 

 

 

  

 

ANTHROPOLOGY IS PORTABLE AND 
TRANSFEREBLE

 

 

 

 Not all students who graduate with a degree in anthropology find employment as 

“an anthropologist”. 

 However, anthropology provides an excellent basis for further study in other fields  

 Its skills can be applied in a variety of work situations.  

 One of the beauties of the discipline is that it provides forms of expertise that are 

eminently transferable to other career paths 

 In spite of the growing market for anthropological expertise, it is still a fact of life that 

many anthropologists are not appointed as anthropologists 

 Few potential employers really know what anthropology has to offer 

 Some employers are likely to have an inaccurate and stereotype view of what 

anthropology is all about 

 It is, to a large extent, up to the individual to “make” something of a particular 

position. A capable, well-trained contemporary anthropologist must “sell” 

anthropology to the uninformed, the prejudiced and the unconvinced 

 

pg. 23



 

 

 

   

 

 

 

LEARNING THEME 4 – THE HUMAN SPECIES, WHERE DO WE COME 

FROM AND WHAT IS “NATURAL” ABOUT “HUMAN NATURE” 

 

Learning outcomes 

 

o To sketch the emergence of modern humans (the species homo sapiens sapiens), 

beings with a capacity for language and culture.  

o To discuss biological differences and similarities and interrogate the use, and misuse, 

of the concept of race 

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF HUMAN BEINGS AND THEIR CAPACITY FOR LNGUAGE AND 

CULTURE 

Humans belong to the order of primates, the suborder 

Anthropoidea (higher primates),  

The superfamily Hominoidea (hominoids),  

The family hominidea,  

The subfamily homininae (hominins), 

The genus Homo (true humans)  

The species homo sapiens sapiens (which means, literally, wise wise man) 

 These classifications help us to understand where we “fit in” as far as other 

animals are concerned and, particularly 

 What makes us truly human and thus able to develop a sophisticated means of 

communication (language) and complex sociocultural systems 

 

Primates                   One of several kinds of mammals (animals who suckle or 

                                   nurse their young and have body hair). Besides humans, 

                                   the class of primates include lemurs, lorises, tarsiers, 

                                  monkeys and apes. 
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Anthropoidea         ( Anthropoids) So-called “higher primates”, which includes monkeys, apes                         

                                  and humans (the “lower primates” or Prosimii includes 

                                  the lemurs, lorises and tarsiers). 

Hominoidea :           (Hominoids) Includes humans and apes   

                                  (chimpanzees,gorillas,orangutansand gibbons). 

 

Hominidae                (hominids) Humans and their ancestors and possibly African apes. 

                                   Some scientists have suggested that African apes – chimpanzees 

                                   and gorillas – should also be included here because 

                                   of their close relationship to humans and that humans 

                                   should be distinguished from them in a separate subfamily, 

                                   hominins. 

Homininae               (hominins) Humans and their ancestors. 

Homo                         True humans   (genus) 

sapiens sapiens        The wise, the wise (species)  

 

Primates  

 They live in social groups and are active during the day; their behavioural patterns are 

diverse and flexible 

 They have an expanded brain capacity and keen vision (and rely less on smell) 

 The young have a relatively long period of growth and development (and hence time to 

learn the behaviours of their group) 

 Have dexterous hands; teeth for a varied (not specialised) diet; the skull and skeleton 

protect the internal organs. 

 

NOTE: Each of the following classifications entails further development and specialisation of 

these essential primate characteristics. 

 

Hominoids In addition to broad shoulders, absent tail and long arms, distinctly 

human characteristics such as bipedalism 

(walking on two legs) and culture are more pronounced. 

Hominids Further increase in brain size and complexity, further 

development of bipedalism and upright posture – 

leaving the hands free to carry things and alter the environment. 
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Hominins/ 

Homosapiens 

sapiens 

Although there is still some scientific debate as to 

whether both hominids and/or (only) hominins are 

the exclusive classificatory domain of humans, this is 

where living humans and their (now extinct) ancestors belong. The 

fossil record gives a good idea as 

to how the genus Homo (true humans) developed 

from the early excavated examples such as Australopithecus 

africanus (identified by Raymond Dart at Taung, Northern Cape in 

1924) to the modern humans of today. 

  

 

 The hominid line is approximately 4 to 5 million years old.  

 It originated with Australopithecus afarensis, an ape that stood fully erect and walked 

on its two legs, just as we do, but that had a brain that was, in all respects, ape-like.  

 The adult males of this species were twice as big as the females.  

 A million years later another species, Australopithecus africanus, emerged and, in the 

midpoint of it‟s over a million years of prehistory, this species apparently began using 

pebble tools to process meat. 

 

 Some two million years ago, this species began to disappear, and four others appear to 

have replaced it.  

 Two were still australopithecines, “southern apes”, but two belonged to the genus 

Homo: Homo habilis and Homo erectus. 

 The “ape” forms were exceedingly robust and probably were grazing herd animals 

dominated and protected by formidably big males.  

 The “human” forms had larger brains and, in the case of Homo erectus, a highly 

developed toolkit and, possibly, fire. 

 The latter (definitely had home bases or camps of piled stone or bushes. 

 Male Homo erectus hunted game; females probably gathered vegetable foods to bring 

to the common camp.  

 Homo erectus outlived its three companion species by nearly a million years. But it in 

turn quickly disappeared with the appearance of a new, highly successful species. 

 

 Starting around 200,000 years ago our own species, Homo sapiens, began to appear in 

archaic form. 
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 By 50,000 to 40,000 years ago, fully modern human beings had appeared, displacing a 

closely related species, Homo neanderthalensis. 

 These species are associated with a remarkable toolkit of fine projectile points, and 

they both hunted big-game animals by hurling spears. 

 Both exploited a new ecological niche, that of big-game hunting in cold and warm 

climates.  

 But only one, Homo sapiens sapiens, was capable of speech. 

 Primate behaviour thus provides a platform for the emergence of humanity.  

 That is, we emerged from a series of highly social, highly intelligent species, all capable 

of hunting and using tools. 

 Australopithecus africanus is associated with Oldowan tools during its period in 

prehistory. Homo habilis definitely used them, as did Homo erectus.  

 The latter (Australopithecus africanus) is associated with fine Acheulian tools. 

 In contrast, the robust australopithecines were not habitual tool users.  

 The trait of tool making culminates in Homo sapiens’s truly magnificent Solutrean tools, 

finely shaped projectile points. 

 We assume, then, with justifiable certainty that human culture is based on prehuman 

primate prototypes.  

 However, at some point Homo sapiens developed speech and a language.  

 Speech consists of the ability to distinguish phonemes (speech sounds), meaningless 

elementary units of sound, from each other in our speech tract or system, and to 

combine these into morphemes, the smallest meaningful elements or units (words or 

parts of words).  

 

 We further combine the morphemes into words, or sentences, according to the rules of 

grammar.  

 Speech is genetically dependent on our large brains, and on our vocal chords. 

 Speech is thus a language, a set of messages that govern how human systems go 

about processing matter and energy to maintain themselves, and, eventually, their 

species.  

 The distinctive features of Homo sapiens include not only speech but associated 

communicative traits facilitated by speech. 

 These include marriage and the family, expressed in speech through name-given 

roles as distinct from persons (see Learning theme 7 – Identity and ethnicity), 

upheld by normative rules such as the incest taboo, a universal prohibition among 

all human populations.  
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 These features also include rituals surrounding the transformations of yearly and 

lifetime cycles.  

 These traits were first given expression in a community pattern derived from the 

primate troop: the human hunting-and-gathering band  

 

 

DIVERSITY IN HUMAN BIOLOGY AND 
PHYSIQUE

 

 

 Just as humans display socio-cultural similarities and differences, they also resemble 

each other physically, but they also display physical/biological differences. 

 Individuals vary in external features such as skin colour or height and in internal 

features such as blood type or susceptibility to a certain disease. 

 most noticeable physical variations among populations are external – body build, facial 

features, skin colour, height and perhaps even hair texture 

 There are also internal variations such as susceptibility to different diseases, as 

mentioned, but also differences in ability to produce certain enzymes. 

 superficial or external features of people in particular were initially used to classify 

Homo  sapiens sapiens into races 

 

The earlier work of even physical anthropologists used what was regarded as “race-defining 

traits” – that is, colour of skin, hair and eyes; hair form; amount of hair on body, face and head; 

thickness of nose and lips; shape of face and head; and body mass and stature to classify 

humans into three (sometimes four and even five) race types – Caucasoid, Negroid and 

Mongoloid (sometimes also Capoid and Australoid) 

 

 Categorisation of humans according to perceived physical or racial characteristics 

appears among very early human societies 

 Prehistoric cave paintings depict people of different racial origin  

 societies often make distinctions between groups according to observed or 

presumed biological differences 

 Despite advances in scientific (genetic/DNA) research into physical/biological 

variation, people “on the ground”, the public at large, still often seem to function with 

the categories and stereotypes of physical difference 
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Note: These classifications were unscientific and often based on stereotypes which, again, 

originated in prejudice 

 Anthropologists now regard perceptions of race as social or cultural constructs 

Race 

 A subspecies, or a population of a species that differs geographically, 

morphologically, or genetically from other populations of the same species 

Note: The definition of Race 

 Is arbitrary 

 there is no agreement about how many differences constitute a race 

Biological definition of race 

 Is that it does not mean that any one race has exclusive possession of any 

particular variant of any gene or genes 

 The differences among individuals and within a population are generally greater 

than the differences among populations 

 It is therefore impossible to define human “races” biologically 

 Only socio-cultural constructions of race are possible – even though the average 

person conceptualises “race” in biological terms. 

 The belief that human races exist and are important is much more common among 

the public  than it is among scientists 

 The belief that human races exist and are important is much more common among 

the public than it is among scientists Example: Americans 

 They believe that their population includes biologically based “races” to which 

various labels can be applied. These labels include: 

 “white”, “black”, “yellow”, “red”, “Caucasoid”, “Negroid”, “Mongoloid”, “Amerindian”, “Euro-    

American”, “African American”, “Asian American”, and “Native American 

 

 

Racism is the belief that some “races” are innately inferior to others. 

 

 

Many people today cling tenaciously believe to the assumption that behavioural differences 

exist among human “races” 
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Historically certain characteristics have been attributed to groups of people under a variety of 

names – Namely…… national character, spirit, and temperament  

 Note that: – all of them are vague and standing for a number of concepts totally unrelated to 

any biological phenomena. 

Examples 

 Common myths involve the coldness of Scandinavians or the warlike character of 

Germans or the laziness of Africans. 

 

 

To date = no innate behavioural characteristic can be attributed to any group of people (which 

the non-scientist might term a “race”) that cannot be explained in terms of sociocultural 

practices. 

Example 

 High crime rates, alcoholism and drug use among certain groups can be explained with 

reference to culture rather than biology. 
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LEARNING THEME 5:  OUR BODIES, OUR 
SELVES

 

 

 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

 To examine the specific ways that people think about, and deal with, their bodies. 

 To highlight how these are embedded in a wider socio-cultural system with its inherent 

values and meanings, and these are put into perspective 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Every one of us has or is a body 

 People throughout the world think about their bodies in particular ways and deal with 

their bodies in a distinct manner 

 This has become an interesting area for anthropologist, you may ask why: 

because notions of the body and handling of the body are embedded in a wider sociocultural 

system 

and its inherent values and meanings 

 

THE BODY 

 

 Although we probably will agree, at least in a certain sense, that the body is natural, to 

what extent is the body a “socio-culturally made” body?  

 The body breathes and excretes waste and requires food and rest 

 People share certain characteristics of what we might call “bodilines” such as flesh, 

blood, and bones as well as proneness to disease and illness, aging and dying 

 The body is also both an abstraction and is formed and shaped by a socio-cultural 

system, and not least by the particular language of that system 
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 All communities distinguish between different bodies: 

 

 

Example 

 The male and female bodies are differentiated 

 The focus is usually on female bodies rather than male bodies 

 

Socio-cultural system and context have an influence on our bodies, YOU MAY ASK HOW: 

– what we eat, how we sleep and walk, work and play (recreation) and learn are some of the 

variables 

 

 It is also a matter of how we experience our bodies… 

 – With pride, disapproval, confidence or embarrassment– all influenced by the current norms 

and values 

 There is matter of the system‟s control over our bodies and the measure of discipline 

exerted on them. 

 

 The “physical” or natural body, cannot be ignored 

 Long, short, slender and stout bodies have been discerned 

 Hair colour and texture have also been conspicuous 

 Examples 

Hair 

 Person with red hair nicknamed „Ginger‟ or blond 

Skin colour 

 People tan themselves to get a darker skin  

 People with naturally dark skins who use skin lightener 

 

EXPERIENCING “THE BODY”, OUR BODIES 

 our awareness and experience of our bodies started when we were infants 

 We were often held, lovingly or not, we were fed when we cried, then taught to walk, how 

to eat and how to behave –  at the time, we were learning to do things to and with our 

bodies  
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 Remember…doing all these things was according to the guidelines or rules of our 

context, our socio-cultural system. 

 

 

Examples 

Toilet training varies from community to community: 

 some swaddle their babies, 

 others barely cover them 

in some contexts 

 the entire family sleeps together for skin contact and body warmth,  

 In others it is said that this would inhibit development of independence and would be 

harmful to people‟s psychological and sexual health. 

 

 

IMAGES AND PERCEPTIONS OF THE 
BODY

 

 

 It is not unusual for people to change their appearance 

 Some people adopt a new diet and start exercising because they want to live a more 

healthy life 

 There are people who do so in order to follow the current “fashion” or image or 

perception of what an attractive body is (or is supposed to) look like.  

 Peer pressure is also often a significant factor 

 Images of the ideal body are derived from many sources 

Example  

 parents, brothers and sisters, relatives, friends, peer group and,  

 currently, from and through the media – celebrities, models, sport heroes, actors and 

actresses 

 

 in previous times individuals were identified within the group 

 these individuals bodies would be prized according to the contemporary sociocultural 

norms of the day 

 such bodies might have been “captured” or depicted in sculptures or paintings 

 The focus has been literally and figuratively, been on the female body 
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Examples 

advertisements found in O: The Oprah Magazine: 

 

 Health – body wise 

 Style and fashion 

 Beauty 

 Interviews (accompanied by glamorous photographs) with soap opera stars and other 

successful, well-known women 

� The overriding theme was improving your body and appearance and striving for success 

 

Some advertisements 

 L‟Oreal Paris – Excellence Crème: Worldwide leader in hair colour 

 Capture. Dior – New skin in 1 hour? “Smooth your wrinkles, release your radiance” 

 

 

Book reviews 

 “French Women Don‟t Get Fat” 

 What all of these have in common, is improving the appearance of women and 

particularly their bodies 

 

Rubens (1577–1644) and Renoir (1841–1919) 

 Centered on the female form  

 Both these artists depicted women with curvaceous, rounded bodies 

 

Examples  

 Ava Gardner and Elizabeth Taylor – and these women were all buxom and 

curvaceous. 

 

 The ideal female body changed dramatically after 1950s 

 Becoming thinner and thinner and more and more “boyish” 
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 This shows how images and perceptions of female attractiveness vary over time and, 

significantly, very few of us are immune to these dictates – the dictates of a specific 

socio-cultural system. 

 today, some sixty years after Gardner and Taylor, the condition “Anorexia Nervosa” (the 

medical term for the disease of self-starvation) is common and statistics of young 

people (particularly girls) dieting themselves to the point of starvation are disturbing 

 The important question is not so much what changes occur over the years, but 

rather why Images and ideals of the body change. 

 

 The reality still is that, in communities all over the world, women display male wealth 

and prestige on and by their bodies 

 This is more prominent In the USA, Europe, South Africa, Australia etc, particularly in 

the urban areas 

 It is now the thin, elegant woman who displays the wealth and prestige of her husband 

 In rural Turkey, however, it is the round, plump woman who demonstrates for all to see 

that she is well provided for, that she has enough to eat – and this reflects honour and 

prestige of her husband.  

 Fat is also beautiful among certain African groups 

 

 BODY MODIFICATIONS  

Dieting and exercising are common ways used by men and women to try to change their 

bodies 

NOTE that: there are many other ways: 

 Corsets and girdles, breast implants, liposuction, botox injections, penis enhancement, 

cosmetics and teeth straightening 

 

 

There are also more “unusual” examples of peoples‟ bodies being modified to comply 

with current sociocultural trends, particularly norms of female beauty: 

 

 in Burma (Myanmar) Padung women use neck rings to elongate their necks 

 In some rural areas, Chinese people still bind little girls‟ feet from a young age because 

tiny feet for women are regarded as beautiful. 

 Tattooing and scarification; body piercing; circumcision; female genital mutilation and 
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castration are all examples of the modification of, in particular, the female body. 

 

 In all communities people change the appearance of their bodies in some way 

 These changes could perhaps more accurately be termed “body decoration” or 

“adornment 

 They might be permanent – scars, tattoos, (as we have seen) changes in the shape of 

a body part, or more temporary – in the form of paint, cosmetics or objects such as 

feathers, jewellery, skins or clothing 

 Besides aesthetic considerations, body decoration and adornment in particular are also 

used to designate status, rank, gender, occupation, religion and identity within a 

community 

 Usually it has to be in keeping with its sociocultural pattern: 

 

Example 

 The leopard skin regalia of the Zulu king (or that of President Jacob Zuma at his recent, 

and latest, wedding) 

 

The erogenous areas of the body are also accentuated: 

Women‟s red lips, short skirts, low-cut dresses, exposed stomach etc. Men grow beards and 

wear low-slung jeans. 

Permanent marks can be altered on the body to indicate and individual's change of status: 

Example 

 Circumcision in various South African communities where it forms part of a broader 

initiation ritual. 

 

 

 Initiation ritual forms an essential part of the transformation process by which young 

people in many African communities are formally guided to adulthood 

 In the indigenous parts of South Africa the initiation process coincides with physical 

puberty (ejaculation and menstruation), either immediately (age 13–14) or at a later 

adolescent stage (age 18–20) 
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 Initiation is gender specific, and boys and girls initiation are distinct and separate 

notions 

 Collective initiation is done among the Venda speaking(the husha and domba), 

 Girls are individually initiation is prominent among the Zulu Ndebele, Swazi and Xhosa-

speakers (the intonjane) 

 Clitoridectomy has not been part of female initiation, except probably in the Tsonga 

community in Mozambique and is apparently still practiced 

  

 Circumcision is an integral part of male initiation except amongst the Zulu, where it was 

allegedly banned by Shaka, and among the Swazi, where it was banned by Mswati 

 Collective circumcision is presently still practised by the Ndebele, certain Northern 

Sotho speaking communities (for example Pedi and Kgaga) and in Lesotho and the 

Free State 

 Province among the southern Sotho. 

Three perceived levels of rationale to initiate: 

(1)…. Male initiation provides fundamental everyday integration into and recognition within 

(Xhosa) society,  

(2) ….Strategic and instrumental reasons (access to marital, economic and other resources), 

(3)…. a less important one, of a distinctive ethnic identity. 

 

 Male initiation remains intact and accepted as a social, ritual transformation process for 

symbolically integrating new men into Xhosa society  

 Tattooing and scarification are also forms of permanently marking the body 

 It is said that tattooing may date back as far as the Upper Palaeolithic era (10,000 – 

40,000 year ago) 

 It is one of the most persistent and universal forms of body art. 

How are tattoos created? 

Tattoos are created by inserting ink or some other pigment through the epidermis (outer skin) 

into the dermis (the second layer of skin), using needles 

The use of tattoos 

May simply be done because it is regarded as attractive 

However, often convey different meanings about the wearer and his or her position or status in 

the community 
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Through tattooing people transforms and expresses themselves – and a way that human 

beings establish themselves as sociocultural beings 

Have been used to punish (eg by marking slaves or prisoners)  

To indicate clan or cult membership, religious or ethnic affiliation, marital or social position 

Communicate, not only in a simplistic sign-meaning manner, but also through colour, style, 

method of execution and positioning on the body 

Body piercing 

 Should be understood in the particular and current sociocultural context where it occurs 

 Aesthetic considerations seem to predominate (eg the pierced noses of some women in 

India). 

 Earlier trends in body piercing do not seem necessarily to stem from a community‟s 

traditions and rituals over generations 

 ear piercing has been common for many years, which enables women to wear earrings 

securely 

 

Example 

 

 Piercing is almost universally practised, the Fulani of Sudan and the Masaai of Kenya 

are African examples of women wearing elaborate (and quite heavy) earrings consisting 

of wire and beads – which result in the ear lobe being stretched 

 

 Young people in particular are having their ears pierced. Some have multiple ear 

piercings, but also nose, eyebrow, lip, tongue and navel piercings 

 Some of these are intended to indicate sexual orientation or are said to increase sexual 

pleasure – the nipples, the penis, labia and clitoris have also become parts of the body 

to be pierced for the insertion of rings and other objects 

 

Female genital mutilation 

 Genital cutting – primarily the excision of the clitoris – is not done for enhanced sexual 

pleasure or hygienic reasons, but to deny sexual pleasure 

 still practised in some 28 African countries 
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 often enforced by older women in a community where the sociocultural system 

construes female sexuality to be rampant and uncontrollable and insists that measures 

be taken to inhibit female sexuality 

 Despite widespread opposition and the fact that the concept of bodily integrity is 

included in the International Bill of Human Rights, the practice still occurs,particularly 

among African Muslims 

Castration 

An extreme measure to control sexuality, 

Male castration is intended to make men more docile and therefore less aggressive 

 

(e.g. guards of the female quarters in the women‟s section (the harem) of a Muslim household) 

 

However, castration for this reason now seems to belong to history 

 

BODY TECHNIQUES 

 

 


 

As far as stance, bearing, moving or resting the body is concerned,
 


 

Variation among communities throughout the world exist
 


 

Some people are comfortable with squatting, while others always use stools or chairs
 


 
Differences are also found in (styles) of walking, sleeping, dancing, jumping, climbing, 

coughing, spitting, bodily hygiene (bathing, caring for teeth, hair etc), swimming and 

eating.
 


 

These techniques are passed on from generation to generation by teaching or by 

example and
 


 

These body techniques are often adaptations to particular contexts; of course, gender 

and age 
 

THE SOCIAL BODY
 


 

When reference is made to the “body politic”, an analogy is being made between a 

human, living body and social entities (e.g.
 
a community or society).

 


 

The implication is of an “organic whole” whose independent parts function together as 

a unit
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BODY LANGUAGE 

 Human beings communicate – and communicate extremely efficiently – via a diversity 

of Languages 

 Understanding of verbal “messages” is only possible with the aid of body language 

 Gestures and expressions, for example, add human emotions and intentions to a 

specific verbal communication 

 It is said that at least 90% of emotional information is transmitted by body language and 

tone of voice 

 The “science” of body language is kinesics and humans have a vast array of ways to 

communicate by means of their bodies: 

 

Gestures complement spoken messages: 

 Nodding the head while saying “yes” 

 Raising the eyebrows while asking a question 

Nonverbal signals may contradict the spoken messages 

 If the verbal communication is not true, this can usually be “read” in the body. For 

example: 

 “I love you”, “Glad to see you again after all these years”, “I am happy for you that 

your team won!” might all be contradicted by the eyes or facial expression. 

Body language is not universally the same 

 The people of Sri Lanka move their heads slowly in a sideways movement to 

indicate yes if asked to do something 

 In Greece “no” is indicated by jerking the head back so as to lift the face 

Proxemics 

 The study of human beings‟ perception and use of space, is also related to body 

language 

 Differences have been discerned across different socio-cultural systems – particularly 

as far as the use of personal space is concerned 

  

Example 

 people have different norms as far as the space around their bodies is concerned – 
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especially in terms of closeness when around other people 

 In Spain, Portugal or Italy and in most African countries people may stand quite close to 

each other, and even touch, when talking.  

 In the United States and England, the “personal space” is often much bigger 

 

 

 

BODY PARTS 

 Perception of “the body” or “our bodies” usually implies the whole body, including its 

parts – organs, legs, hands, ears, etc 

 The parts of the body are not normally regarded as separable advances in technical 

and medical science have made them to become separable 

Example 

it is possible to donate a kidney to another person without the transplantation necessarily 

having an effect on the donor‟s life 

 

 “Harvesting” organs from the bodies of people who have died has also become 

commonplace 

This have far reaching ethical implications: 

 The flow of organs “follows the money 

 Bodies of poor people could (are being) be viewed as commodities providing 

detachable spare parts to people in the First World 
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LEARNING THEME 6 – CULTURE, SOCIAL LIFE 

AND SOCIOCULTURAL SYSTEMS 

 

Learning outcomes 

 

 to interrogate and put into perspective the concept of culture 

 to examine the nature and characteristics of socio-cultural systems – as human 

adaptation, shared, symbolic, integrated and dynamic systems 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Culture 

 There are virtually as many definitions of culture as there are anthropologists who write 

about the concept 

British anthropologist, Sir Edward Tylor, in 1871 (Tylor 1958:1) defined culture as 

follows: 

 Culture … is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, arts, morals, law 

custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society. 

 An important phrase in Tylor‟s definition is “acquired … as a member of society”, 

because this emphasises the fact that culture is not obtained biologically, but by 

growing up in the context of a particular group, community, or society and therefore 

learning those particular cultural “ways” or style of life. 

 Socio-cultural systems are generated (and transmitted from one generation to the next) 

by individuals interacting with each other and with their socio-cultural and physical 

environments 

 Sets of relationships established by interacting individuals in a particular socio-cultural 

and natural context may become repetitive over time and thus constitute a pattern 

 Constitute what we may call their culture if generally become the behavior pattern for a 

significant number of people 
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 People belong to same to the same self-identified group if they share similar ideas and 

values and behaviour patterns and thus a socio-cultural system. 

 

Cultured people appreciate and participate in the finer things in life: poetry, literature, painting, 
sculpture, symphony, opera, theatre and ballet. 
 

Four basic objections of culture according to Eriksen (20004:27-31) 

1. The use of the plural, cultures, of the word culture. Culture unites people; 

 All human beings are cultured and all have a language, religion, political and 

economic system and social organization – this is what makes us uniquely 

human 

 The plural, cultures, divides human beings in that it emphasises differences 

between groups of people 

2. Culture encourages delineation and the identification of differences between 

groups 

 Despite the significant differences within a group, globalisation has resulted in a 

transnational (“transcultural”) flow of cultural elements 

 This means that younger people particularly, throughout the world, now acquire 

the same cultural “references”. 

3. The political use of the concept of culture 

 Cultural relativism has been used (and abused) to promote the claims of a 

particular group 

 It also has been used to discriminate against others and to justify exclusion by 

means of aggressive nationalism 

 This kind of use of the word culture reduces the complexities of societies to a 

few simple categories and encourages a kind of “we” versus “them” attitude 

4. The concept of culture as general and vague and used to refer to a conglomerate 
of various things  

 

 

 The concept is still used “out there” to explain issues, problems and practices: young 

men killing a bull; the effects of immigration into Europe; different ways of raising 

children 

 This suggests that there is need to be more specific and to consider more closely the 

specific circumstances, context and historical development of such aspects of people‟s 

behaviour. 
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SOCIOCULTURAL SYSTEMS (CULTURE) AS HUMAN ADAPTATION 
 
 

 Human adaptation has become mainly cultural and not biological,  

 Different aspects (parts) of culture, that is, the various sociocultural systems, are more 

specific responses to the demands of living (and living together) and that they thus fulfill 

particular functions 

 During their evolutionary development, humans, like all animals, have continually faced 

the challenge of adapting to their environment 

 By means of natural selection, organisms adapt, biologically, as more favourable 

anatomical and physiological features develop (i.e. to cope with the environment) 

 

Example 

 body hair protects mammals from the effects of extreme temperatures 

 

 

adaptation  

 refers to a gradual process by which organisms (including animals and humans) adjust 

to the conditions of the locality in which they live 

 
 Human beings have progressively become dependent on cultural, rather than 

biological, adaptation…. Why 

 They have a combination of particular intellectual and physical attributes, abilities and 

skills they have increasingly adjusted and changed their environment 

 Human beings all over the world use a vast array of objects – tools, artefacts and 

appliances 

Example 

 Human beings can make coats and blankets (even electric blankets!) and fi res and 
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build shelters or houses to protect them from the cold 

 

Technology or material culture of a community 

 Is the process of manipulating the environment, where human beings have been able to  

live in different, even extreme environments, from the dry, hot Kalahari Desert to the icy 

Arctic regions 

 They developed different ways of organizing their lives and themselves to better deal 

with the environment (socio-cultural systems) 

 People develop and perpetuate and adapt their socio-cultural systems to deal with the 
demands of living 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF CULTURE 

 Each community or group‟s socio-cultural system is learned, shared, symbolic, 

integrated, all-encompassing and dynamic 

Culture is learned 

 Culture is learned because humans have the ability or capacity to learn 

 Culture is learned by growing up in and with it 

 

Enculturation or socialisation 

 It is the process of learning a culture 

 Culture is transmitted or carried over from one generation to the next.  

 culture is not biologically inherited 

 It can be argued that animals seem to display learnt behaviour in the sense that they 

exhibit shared behaviours. However, the degree to which such behaviour is instinctive 

or learned varies 

 the aspect of “culture” by animals  is learnt by trial and error or imitation  

 the difference with humans being that of degree 

 

 

 what set humans apart is the ability to use symbols 

 

Symbols 
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 Enable human beings to communicate in a complex manner by means of language 

 Symbols or combinations of symbols thus signify or stand for certain things and thus 

convey meaning 

 People create, remember and deal with ideas – they understand, apply and live by 

various systems of symbolic meaning 

 Through enculturation – the learning of culture, people acquire socio-culturally 

appropriate ways of satisfying basic biologically and socially determined needs: food, 

sleep, shelter, companionship, security, sexual gratification and procreation 

 Something is being cultural, therefore, if it is learnt behaviour, belief, attitudes, values or 

ideals generally shared by most members of a group 

 

Culture is shared 

 

 Thought, action, belief or particular kind of behaviour to be regarded as cultural, it must 

be shared by most of the people in a group 

 Even if the behaviour is not practiced by all, if most or a significant number of people 

regard the behaviour as appropriate it becomes a culture 

 Beliefs, values, behaviours, memories and expectations which are shared link people 

together 

 Culture is shared by observing, imitating, listening, being taught, talking and interacting 
with each other in a group context 

 

Levels of sharing cultural characteristics 
 

 Family or friends 

 Segments of our population whose ethnic or regional origins, religious affiliations and/or 

occupations are the same or similar to our own (an “ethnic group” or “community”) 

 With most other South Africans (or the citizens of whatever country you happen to be 

living in) (our “society”) 

 With people beyond our own community, society or country, that is, people who have 

similar interests or origins 

Subculture 

 Smaller groups within a community or society with distinguishable practices or patterns 

of behaviour 
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A subculture: 

 A distinctive set of standards and behaviour patterns by which a group within a larger 

community or society (or “culture”) functions, while still sharing some common practices 

with those larger groupings. 

Community 

 A community is at a lower systemic level than a society, is more localised, is self-

perpetuating and has more easily identifiable boundaries (i.e. it is a “natural” unit) 

Ethnic group: 

 People who collectively and explicitly identify themselves as a distinct group based on 

various socio-cultural features, such as shared ancestry and common origin, language, 

customs and beliefs 

A culture:  

 A way of referring to a group, such as a community or society, which shares similar 

socio-cultural characteristics. 

 
Important point to take note of: 
 

Although culture may be shared by members of a community, it is not unvarying, meaning it is 

not exactly the same for each individual 

Each person does not share precisely the same version of their culture 

For one, the roles of individuals differ 

Examples 

Males and females – gender roles; age – different roles for adults and children; 

status – leaders and followers, wealthy and poor; environment – rural and urban, etc. 

 

 

 

Culture is symbolic 

The most important symbolic feature of culture is language 

We use words, to represent ideas, concepts and objects to convey meaning 
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Language, as symbols, makes learning and sharing experience possible and it also enables 

humans to transmit or convey information – a socio-cultural system – from generation to 

generation. 

Symbols 

Are signs, sounds, objects or anything to which meaning is attached 

As long as people 
Agree on their meaning, symbols have significance and can be communicated. 

Symbols, other than language, play a role in most aspects of a socio-culture 
 

A symbol might be: 

 a national flag 

 a wedding ring 

 the emblem of a national sports team 

 a religious symbol (eg an Islamic crest, Jewish star of David or a Christian cross) 

 a political insignia (e.g. the Swastika of Adolf Hitler's Nazi Germany) 

More often than not, such symbols evoke emotions, fervour, patriotism or devotion 

 

Culture is integrated 

 It consists of different “parts” or sociocultural systems that function together as an 

organised whole 

The anthropological perspective 

 Endeavour‟s to perceive the way of life, or culture, of a community as a totality, that is, 

all of its cultural activities– this approach, as we have explained, is known as holism 

 Thus the various aspects or systems of culture do not function in isolation, but are 

integrated or interdependent. 

 

An example of the integration of culture is the harvest feast (incwala) celebrated by the 

Swazi: Refer… to study guide (2011:pg 72) for more info  
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The political aspect or system of the Swazi with the office of the king as cultural focal point 

forms the basis for the integration with the other aspects of their socio-culture system. This can 

be illustrated by the following diagram 

 

 

 

Culture includes everything 

 Culture includes all aspects of human activity 

 It encompasses thus so-called refined culture, “popular” culture, conventional behaviour 

and even seemingly trivial behaviour, and all human activities and endeavours 

Culture is dynamic 

 Although some socio-cultural systems or cultures are certainly conservative – in the 

sense of resisting change 

 All cultures are dynamic and are, to a lesser or greater extent, changing all the time 

 Sociocultural change is universal – it occurs everywhere, all the time 

 Things that do appear to stay are, in fact, also changing (albeit very slowly) 

 Socio-cultural continuity is as much a characteristic of culture as socio-cultural change 
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 Communities strive to preserve and maintain the tried and trusted, the familiar socio-

cultural 

 patterns 

 Conservatism can be said to be an inherent human trait, and this trait is reflected in 

socio-cultural systems everywhere 

 

 Nowadays, change is often the result of influences from beyond the community or 

society 

 The pace of change has greatly accelerated 

 Change is often precipitated by external contact or influences 
 

 Humans have had to initiate sociocultural change or have had to accept and adapt to 

change in order to survive, that is human agency by way of individual initiative or action 

always plays a role 

 

Pace of change has increased due to: 

 Contact between people with different socio-cultural systems (as a result of travel or 

tourism [direct contact] 

 Electronic and other media, including the internet [indirect contact]) 

 

 

 People follow or respond to trends or fashions and to the ways other people do things 

 New ideas, values or behaviour may be adopted – or explicitly rejected 

 Socio-cultural change can, of course, be as gradual and slight as to be unnoticeable 

 In some of the remote rural areas of the world, people may be unaware of change, 

even though change has touched every corner of the globe – hence the term 

“globalisation”. 

 Change can often be sudden, even dramatic 

 

Example 

the impact of the devastating earthquakes that have just occurred in Haiti 

 

 

Anthropologists: 
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 Have always been interested in the relationship or interaction between the individual 

 The “system” – and the system can be “culture” or the “sociocultural system” or the 

“community” or “society” 

 Individuals, as part of a community and culture, are always constrained by its rules, 

norms or accepted patterns of behaviour 

 Individuals are also constrained by the perceptions, attitudes and actions of other 

members of the same group 

 Socio-cultural rules provide guidelines and set certain standards for behaviour but 
individuals do not always behave or act according to such dictates 

 

Human agency comes into play; 

 Human beings are not passive beings who always act blindly according to the 

requirements of the system 

 Individuals are not programmed robots; they learn, interpret, perceive and even 

manipulate the rules in certain ways – and often to suit their own interests 

 The interaction between human agency and system or culture is for the itinerant sheep 

shearing 

example 

Karretjie People of the Great Karoo of South Africa of a particular kind given their 

circumstances…refer to study guide 2011: pg 74 

 

 Individuals no longer find aspects of their system or culture acceptable – because, for 

example, it has not sufficiently adapted to changing circumstances or has become 

oppressive, they will initiate, or try to bring about, change 

 An influential leader may come to the fore who mobilises, organises and directs their 

sentiments into action 

 This may take the form of an uprising or even a revolution, but it can at least become a 

movement for change 

 Often called “cultural adjustment” or “revitalization movements” – in other words, human 

agency in action 
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LEARNING THEME 7 – IDENTITY AND ETHNICITY 

 

Learning outcomes 

 To deal with the significance of identity, both individual and socio-cultural or group 

identity 

 Interrogating contemporary issues such as gender, sexuality, ethnicity and xenophobia 

 Discuss the different ways in which people signify or express identity (e.g. through 

language, architecture, food, oral histories, art, etc). 

 

 

IDENTITY AND THE SELF 

 Parents decide on a name or names to give to their newborn baby girl or baby boy this 

is the name he or she will be known by, usually for the rest of their lives 

 That name or form of identification will always be associated with that person and 

her/his personality 

 Many communities have a naming or name-giving ceremony because personal names 

are regarded as important means of self-definition 

 Through naming, a group acknowledges a child‟s birthright and establishes the child‟s 

social identity 

 An individual has no identity, no self without a name 

 Self-awareness develops from childhood and socialisation or enculturation plays an 

important role 

Self-awareness 

 Is important for successful social and socio-cultural functioning 

 it entails the ability to identify oneself as an individual creature, to reflect on oneself and 

to evaluate oneself 

 Enables a person to assume responsibility for his or her conduct, to learn how to 

interact with others and to assume different roles in his or her group – whether family, 

community or society 

 This is how an individual‟s personality develops – and governs the distinctive 

way a person thinks, feels and behaves 
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 One‟s name is a symbol of identity 

 In many socio-cultural systems, a child usually takes the surname of his or her father 

 Anthropology has been criticised for tending to emphasises the social/socio-cultural at 

the expense of the individual 

Identity 

 Is not a static category, but a continuous process and could more accurately be called 

identification 

Eriksen 2004:156–157 

 Identification (or identity) in anthropology always refer to social identification 

 In everyday language- may equally well refer to the uniquely individual as to social 

groups 

 Social identification - has to do with which groups a person belongs to, who he or she 

identifies with, how people establish and maintain invisible but socially efficient 

boundaries between us and them 

 
 Gender and age are the most fundamental; no society exists where gender and age are 

not socially significant 

 All these ways of identifying may give a secure sense of belonging to a group 

 

SOCIAL AND GROUP IDENTITY 

 Human beings “create” themselves and others, and formulating ideas about social 

identity: who “we” are, and who “they” are 

 This is done through language, performance, art, material culture, ritual and other 

media 

 There are many sub-divisions of identity according to categories such as kinship, 

gender and sexuality, age, class, education, political ideology, religious beliefs and so 

on 

 

Larger communities or societies contain sub-cultural groups: 

 Indigenous communities;  

 Ethnic groups; 

 Immigrant populations; 

 Rural and urban inhabitants 
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Imagined communities 

 A phrase used to describe how people identify themselves, and there are many such 

communities: social, professional and ideological 

People are increasingly discovering or developing their commonalities in a new kind of 

“place” – cyberspace (Joshi 2009:1): 

 The idea of identity, both personal and communal, is a constantly changing 

phenomenon through time, across cultures and within context 

 The rise of technological advancement has introduced societies to a new form of 

existence 

 It has also contributed to new and innovative ways of performing identity 

This new form exists in “cyberspace”, a place which academics argue is an arena where 

self-identity can be explored without the constraints of “real life” boundaries 

 

Cyberspace 

 Ostensibly allows individuals to explore their identities in multiple ways by 

allowing their imagination to take the self to areas that cannot be easily explored 

within the “real world” context 

 One of the spaces to explore such identities is a social networking site, known 
as Facebook. 

 

 

 

 The socio-cultural system has rules which classify the individual and determines the 

relationship between him or her and others in the group 

 All communities have created systems of labelling to identify an individual in terms of 

sexual availability or their role in child-rearing 

 Socio-cultural identity is a consciousness derived from a variety of traits and 

characteristics of a human group that make it socio-culturally distinct from other groups 

 Such traits include language, traditions, beliefs, a sense of common origin and an 

“ethos” – the moral values and orientation of the group 

 

GENDER AND SEXUALITY 

 Usually defined in terms of a kind of socio-cultural “character” or “disposition” (ethos) – 

the values, expectations, attitudes and behaviour of a group of people 

 Members of an ethnic group would then have a common genetic and/or linguistic, 

religious, national and socio-cultural background 
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 Socio-cultural “markers” are important in defining an ethnic group, whereas physical 

characteristics are not, except where either members or non-members make them 

important 

NB: 

 Ethnicity is based on actual or perceived socio-cultural similarities (by the members of a 

group or category) and differences (between that group and others) 

 Ethnicity is a process, dynamic, and not just a fixed category 

 It thus comes to the fore when people claim a particular ethnic identity for themselves 

and are defined by others as having a distinct identity 

 Ethnicity can also assume a racial dimension when it is assumed to have a biological or 

physical basis 

 Most countries in the world are not ethnically homogeneous, and are in fact what has 

been termed “multicultural” – South Africa has, for example, been referred to as the 

“Rainbow Nation” 

 Ethnicity can be expressed in peaceful coexistence 

 it also can be expressed in discrimination and violent confrontation – as is 

demonstrated by the phenomenon of xenophobia 

 

IDENTITY/ETHNICITY – EXPRESSED, SIGNIFIED, REPRESENTED 
 

How people communicate to others, how they “show and tell” outsiders their identity: 
 

Language 

Entails and communicates concepts, values and socio-cultural categories characteristic of the 

people who speak the language 

Architecture 

People express creative agency through their built environment – their houses (and gardens) 

and other buildings or structures (and parks and landscaping) 

Food 

Also contributes to the construction of socio-cultural identity 

Socio-cultural beliefs and practices regarding food are critical in determining what people eat or 

drink -the growing emphasis on health foods in some communities 
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Oral histories, art and performance 
 Are all a rich source of ideas about how people perceive and communicate their 

identities, beliefs and values 

 Oral histories are, of course, closely related to language – they “tell” who the people 

are, where they come from and how they identify and represent themselves 

Tourism 

 Is a kind of “frontier” where people with different socio-cultural systems meet and 

interact and “perform” their identities to each other. 

 Host communities are not just passive recipients of the effects of Tourism 

 They also find ways of representing their own system and identity 

Museums and cultural heritage 

 Represent socio-cultural realities and this is often where people first see and learn 

about the socio-cultural systems and characteristics of “other” communities 

 Early trend in museum ethnographic exhibitions tended to be the display of “exotic 

cultures” of “primitive” peoples, this has no longer been the case for several decades 

Film 

 Much like representation in museums, the use of film to communicate identity also went 

through the “exotic/savage” colonial period 
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LEARNING THEME 8 – „Blood is thicker than water‟‟: Relatives and Relationships

, Kinship and Friendship 

 

Learning outcomes 

 to explain how human beings, as social beings, organize their lives, particularly their 

contact and interaction with each other or other people 

 discuss the different ways in which people organise their relationships with others – 

whether 

 by means of social networks, kinship, marriage, family or other groupings 

 

INTRODUCTION 

“Blood is thicker than water” – an expression meaning that the ties of relationship or kinship are 

more important than relationships with other people. 

 

 Relatedness or kinship is still, despite the effects of change all over the world, important 

for most people 

 You do not acquire your relatives voluntarily – you are born into a family, have parents, 

brothers and/or sisters etc and from birth already have a kinship network. 

 as important as kinship and family relations may still be for some people in some areas, 
this is no longer the case for all people everywhere, at least not to the same extent 

 

 Kinship studies were dominant during the early period of anthropology 

 This was probably because anthropologists at first mainly studied rural, “traditional” or 

preliterate and pre-industrial communities – and amongst such people kinship was all-

important 

 Traditional communities organised almost all aspects of their lives on the basis of 

kinship and descent 

 Inheritance, property rights, succession to leadership positions, composition of local 

groupings, ancestor worship and religion were all organised according to the principles 

of kinship or relatedness 

 Industrialisation, urbanisation, globalisation and also the “electronic revolution” have 

brought far-reaching changes to the way people organise themselves 

 Individualism now often substitutes for kin and family in people‟s lives 
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 human beings are social beings and we organise our lives, particularly our contact and 

interaction with others, by means of different kinds of social relationships 

 we function and exist in a network or web of such relationships 

 

SOCIAL ORGANISATION BY KINSHIP AND MARRIAGE 
 

 It is difficult not to accept that kinship is less important in urbanised, commercialised 

and Industrialized communities than it is in rural “traditional” communities 

 Describing these communities as “kinship-based communities” is often an exaggeration 

Although kinship in such communities regulates marriage practices, political power and 

land distribution or use, human agency (individual or group strategies) also plays a role, 

despite the “rules” of kinship 

 kinship still plays an important role in contemporary communities 
 

 It can be anything, from help in job seeking to the exchange of services between 

brothers-inlaw 

 The social networks of many are never tighter, more existentially important and filled 

with meaning than during collective, kinship-based events such as Christmas parties 

and vacations at family properties 

 

THE STUDY OF KINSHIP 

 Persons live in association with each other 

 Extreme individualists, such as hermits, who attempt to completely isolate themselves 

from others, are the exceptions 

 kinship is an important basis of social life 

 By studying kinship in other communities, we are better able to understand our own 

system and the role it plays in our lives 

 

Kinship relations: terms, symbols and diagrams/genealogies 
 

 Kinship relations based on socioculturally recognised ties of descent and marriage are 

characteristic of all communities 

Kinship 
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 Refers to two types of relationships: those determined by rules of descent and those 

determined by rules of affinity 

Descent 

 People who are related to us by blood or birth or someone who traces his or her origin 

through a line of successive ancestors 

 These are also termed consanguineal kin that is, a person‟s parents, brothers, sisters, 

grandparents, children, grandchildren etc 

 
Affinity 

 refers to affinal kin or affines and these are people related to us by marriage (a person‟s 

husband or wife and all his or her relatives, as well as all those people who are married 

to our consanguineal kin, along with their relations 

Descent can be traced 

Patrilineally 

 Through the father‟s line (father, father‟s father, etc) 

Matrilineally 

 Through the mother‟s line (mother, mother‟s mother, etc) 

Cognatically 

 Through the father and the mother, all four grandparents and all eight great-

grandparents and even further back 

 

Note that a combination of patrilineal and matrilineal descent reckoning can be 

found in double or bilineal and parallel descent systems 

 

 By following the links between individuals, it is possible to compile a genealogy or 

family tree that depicts all the descendants of a single ancestor or number of ancestors 

 

Kinship terms 

 Some kinship terms used in English, for example, have more than one meaning 
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 Terms such as father, mother, sister, brother, husband, wife, son and daughter are 

clear 

 Other terms such as uncle, aunt, cousin, nephew and niece may refer to a number of 

different relations and are therefore not always specific 

 The term “aunt” may refer to a mother‟s or a father‟s sister 

 “Uncle” may refer to a mother‟s brother or a father‟s brother 

 “Cousin” may refer to a daughter or son of the father‟s brother or sister; or it may refer 

to a daughter or son of the mother‟s sister or brother 

 Anthropologists may partly resolve the problem of the multiple meanings of the term 

“cousin” by referring to the children of the father‟s sister and the children of the mother‟s 

brother as crosscousins 

Note: setting out a genealogy can be very tedious and confusing. Fortunately, we can use 

symbols to help us 

Kinship symbols 

There are two sets of symbols: 

 Verbal symbols 

 Diagrammatic symbols 

Verbal symbols 

 Are simply abbreviations (short forms) for everyday kinship terms that make the 

description of kinship relations easier 

 These symbols have not been standardised, which means that there are at least two 

sets of verbal symbols currently in use in anthropology 

 

Kinship term Codes 

Father Fa 

Mother Mo 

Husband Hu 

Wife Wi 

Brother Br 

Sister Si 

Son So 

Daughter Da 
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Note: You must familiarise yourself with these codes before you continue with this 

section 

 Combinations of the above abbreviations are used to describe kinship relationships 

 FaSiSo is father‟s sister‟s son and 

 MoBrWi is mother‟s brother‟s wife 

Diagrammatic symbols 

 symbols will be presented in various steps 

 each building on the other 

 Each step will also be indicated on a larger diagram to familiarise you with the way they 
appear in a genealogy 

 

Step 1 

The diagrammatic system of symbols used in kinship studies consists of a triangle and a 

circle 

 Triangle (       ) for a male person              

 A circle (O) for a female person 

 

1 is the Fa of 2 1 is the Mo of 2 

That 2 is the So of 1                                                       or 2 is the So of 1 

REMEMBER: IN THIS TYPE OF KINSHIP DIAGRAM THE OLDEST GENERATION 
IS AT THE TOP AND THE YOUNGEST GENERATION IS AT THE BOTTOM 
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Step 2 

Diagrams can be extended further by adding further generations, for example: 

 

 

 
In these diagrams, 1 belongs to the first or oldest generation and 3 to the third or youngest 
generation 

 

Step 3 

 An overhead bracket (            ) combining a number of symbols horizontally indicates 

siblings, that is, brothers and sisters. 

Note:  each of the siblings must be joined to the overhead bracket.  

 

The diagram below indicates that 3 and 5 are brothers and 4 and 6 are their sisters 
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DIAGRAM INDICATING SIBLINGS IS READ FROM LEFT TO RIGHT, WHICH MEANS THAT, 
IN ORDER OF SENIORITY, 3 IS THE ELDEST OF THE SIBLINGS INDICATED IN THE 
DIAGRAM AND 6 IS THE YOUNGEST 
 

Step 4 

Extended diagram indicating the Fa of this sibling group 

 

1 is Fa to 3, 4, 5 and 6 who are siblings 

Step 5 

Marriage is indicated by combining two symbols with a bracket below the symbol 

The following diagram means that 1 is married to 2 or 1 and 2 are husband and wife. 

  

Some anthropologists use the = sign to indicate a marriage: 

 

This method at times is used, especially for cases where one man is married to more than 

one wife at the same time, as shown in the following example: 
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This method is also used when one woman is married to more than one husband at the same 

time 

 

Step 6 

Divorce is indicated by crossing out the marriage sign: 

 

Step 7 

A deceased person is indicated by crossing out the symbol for that person: 

 

 

Step 8 

 

 

 By combining all these diagrammatic symbols we can indicate a family tree or 

genealogy in which1 and 2 are the original parents. 

 They have four children: 3, 4, 5 and 6. 
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 Of these children one (4) has died, and the other three have married (keep in mind that 

we may use the two different ways to indicate marriage).  

 Their affinal kin (those related by marriage) are 7, 8, and 9, while the 

 Marriage of 6 and 9 ended in divorce.  

 The two married sons each have children who are the third generation. 

 The third generation therefore has four members: 10, 11, 12 and 13. 

 

Note: IN ORDER TO UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PERSONS, YOU 

MUST FOLLOW THE LINES CONNECTING THEM 

 

Line of origin 

 A line above a symbol, which links that person to his or her ancestors and to siblings 

and other descendants of the same ancestors 

 

example, 
In the diagram for step 8, the line above 3 vertically connects the individual to his or her 

parents (1 and 2) and horizontally to his siblings (4, 5 and 6) 

 

Line of procreation 

 A line below a symbol linking that person to his or her spouse (husband or wife) and to 

his or her children and subsequent descendants such as grandchildren 

 

Example 

In the diagram for step 8, the line below 3 connects him to his children (10 and 11) 

 

The term Ego 

 Person selected to illustrate his or her relationships with others in the kin group 

 That person then becomes the starting point for analysing the genealogy 

Why are kinship diagrams/genealogies useful in anthropological studies? 

 It is a compact visual representation of a kin group and, as such, enables us to get an 

idea of its size, range and depth 
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 Used by a researcher to make further enquiries into kinship relations, kinship terms, 

marriage and succession and inheritance rules and norms of behaviour 

 Can be used to describe and illustrate the kind of relations, behaviour and kinship terms 

that occur in the community being studied 

 provide basic information regarding the relative rank of descendants and marriage 

arrangements (e.g. form of marriage and the incidence of preferential and secondary 

marriages), the size of families, etc 

Systems of descent reckoning and descent groups 

Kinship 

 Refers to two kinds of relationships, namely, relationships of descent and relationships 

of affinity or marriage 

Descent systems 

The four descent systems we will discuss here are as follows: 

 cognatic descent 

 unilineal descent 

 double or bilineal descent 

 parallel descent 

Cognatic descent systems 

 Descent is traced through both parents, four grandparents and all eight great-

grandparents; in other words, through both males and females 

 “Bilateral” means two-sided 

 This indicates that the kin of both parents are of equal importance for descent 

reckoning 

 found among most so-called Western communities, the Eskimo and the 

San/Bushmen 

 it is difficult to trace descent very far back because the number of ancestors to be taken 

into account doubles with each ascending generation 

 does not usually go beyond three generations if it is based on memory and not backed 
up by written records 
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 Records are usually only kept by those particularly interested in their ancestry and by 

royal families 

 essential to determine who may succeed to a particular title or position in case of 

royalty 

 Note: increased urbanisation and the other factors we mentioned earlier may lead to a 

further reduction in the number of kin with whom individuals actually have a relationship 

 
Reasons why genealogical knowledge exceeding three generations not important to 

westerners are as follows: 

 Westerners do not usually inherit from a relative to whom they are connected after more 

than three generations have elapsed 

 No prescribed norms of behaviour applicable that require an individual to recognise 

relatives beyond the range of three generations 

 Connections beyond the range of three generations are usually due to preference 

rather than prescription. 

Nominal kin 

 Are all the individuals who are acknowledged as kin according to the principles of the 

kinship system. 

Effective kin 

 Are only those with whom a person actually still has some or other relationship 
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Unilineal descent systems 

 “Unilineal” – one (direct) line 

 descent is reckoned through only one parent 

Patrilineal descent systems 

 Many African communities follow a system of unilineal descent reckoning 

 excluded relatives are not compltetely ignored or forgotten these relatives have a very 

important function  

example  
 when a person who is a member of a patrilineal descent group dies, members of his or 

her mother‟s patrilineal descent group maybe called on to perform certain rituals at the 

funeral 

 
 Descent reckoned through the Fa and his male ancestors is emphasised, the line of 

descent is traced through the Fa, the FaFa, the FaFaFa and so forth 

 This is called patrilineal descent system 

“Pater” is Latin for “father” 

DIAGRAM ILLUSTRATING A PATRILINEAL DESCENT SYSTEM 

 

 

 Members of the same patrilineal descent group or patrilineage as Ego are shaded in 

black 

 This shows that, in each generation, both sons and daughters belong to the descent 

group of the father 

Note: a man’s sons and daughters all belong to his descent group, only the males pass on 

membership of the group to their children 

 the children of female members belong to their own father‟s descent group 
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The most senior male belonging to the patrilineal descent group is known as the 

apical ancestor. In the diagram above the apical ancestor would be 1 

 

Matrilineal descent systems 

 Descent may also be traced through the Mo, the MoMo, the MoMoMo and so forth. This 

system is called a matrilineal descent system.  

 “Mater” is Latin for “mother” 

 A matrilineal descent system is the opposite of a patrilineal descent system 

 Passed on through women, although members include both men and women 

 Sons and daughters belong to the descent group of the mother, but only the daughters 

pass on this membership to their children 

 After marriage, a man remains a member of his mother‟s descent group 

 

The following diagram illustrates how a matrilineal descent system works 

DIAGRAM ILLUSTRATING A MATRILINEAL DESCENT SYSTEM 

 

 

 

 Ego would trace descent through 31, 13 and 4 

 Members of the same matrilineal descent group or matrilineage as Ego are shaded in 

black to enable you to identify them 

The most senior female belonging to a matrilineal descent group is known as the apical 

ancestress. In the diagram above it is 4. 
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 In a unilineal descent system, it is possible to trace descent over more generations 

than in a cognatic descent system: why 

– Because each name of an ancestor represents one generation. 


 Unilineal descent system is common in Africa 


 People‟s knowledge of their ancestors often stretches over eight generations and, in 

the case of royal families, it may stretch over as many as fifteen or more generations 

Characteristics of patrilineal and matrilineal descent systems 

Patrilineal descent systems – ideally: 


 Are characterised by patronymy which means that children bear the family name of 

their father 


 They provide for patrilineal succession, which means that a man‟s place is taken by 

his So and then his SoSo. 


 A man‟s property is inherited in the male line. 


 Place of residence after marriage is with the Fa‟s people. 


 Authority is in the hands of the father 


 More restrictive about a woman‟s sexuality 


 They usually prohibit premarital and extramarital sex for women and make it very 

difficult for a woman to divorce her husband 

Matrilineal descent systems – ideally: 


 Characterised by matronymy, which means that children bear the family name of their 

mother 


 Provide for matrilineal succession, which means that a  man‟s place is first taken by 

his Br and then by his SiSo and not by his own So 


 Have matrilineal inheritance of property whereby a man‟s property is inherited by 

someone in the matriline (female line); for example, his SiSo 


 Place of residence after marriage is with the Mo‟s people. 


 Authority is in the hands of the MoBr 


 More domestic authority and more value is placed on their lives. 


 Sexual restrictions are more or less the same for both men and women 

Double or bilineal descent systems (“two lines”) 


 Descent is traced separately through both male and female lines 
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 Patrilineal descent is used for certain purposes, while matrilineal descent is used 

for other purposes 

 

EXAMPLE 
Among the Herero of Namibia, matrilineal descent is mainly of economic importance in 

that property is inherited matrilineally, while patrilineal descent has religious importance 

(because religious knowledge and leadership at rituals are determined patrilineally. 

 
Difference between cognatic descent, unilineal descent and double descent becomes clear 

when we consider the position of individuals in relation to their four grandparents 

unilineal descent system 

 Descent is traced through one grandparent only 

Bilineal descent system 

 Descent is traced through two grandparents, namely the FaFa and MoMo 

Cognatic descent system 

 Descent is traced through all four grandparents 

Note: Double descent is therefore not the same as cognatic descent. Compare the two 
relevant diagrams 
 

DIAGRAM ILLUSTRATING DOUBLE DESCENT 

 

In the diagram above, the persons through whom Ego would trace descent if he/she belongs to 

a community practising double descent are in solid type 

Parallel descent systems 

 is a system of parallel descent 

 Males reckon descent through their fathers and females through their mothers 
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example 

Parallel descent system is found among the Saha, a group living in the Santa Marta mountains 

in northern Columbia, South America 

 

DIAGRAM ILLUSTRATING PARALLEL DESCENT 

 

 

 

 In the diagram above 7, being a male, would trace descent through 5, 3 and 1 (who are 

all males).  
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 On the other hand, 8, being a female, would trace descent through 6, 4 and 2 (who are 

all females) 

Descent groups 

 There are different descent groups identified by different communities 

 Lineages, clans, moieties and phratries will be discussed 

 These groups do not consistently occur in all communities with unilineal descent 

reckoning 

 Neither do all communities have all these groups 

Example 

Communities with lineages do not necessarily have clans 

Good examples of this are the Northern Sotho and the Tswana-speaking people of South 

Africa 

 

Lineages 

 The lineage, is also the smallest of the four groups 

 Refer to a set of people whose descent from a common ancestor can be traced through 

known links 

The genealogical basis of lineages 

 Knowledge of a descent line often includes as many as eight generations 
 The relationship of every member to the other lineage members can be precisely 

described in genealogical terms 

 In many African countries, It is not uncommon for individuals to be able to describe, 

from memory, the exact genealogical position of each of these descendants in the order 

of their birth 

 Such genealogies may include 150 to 200 individuals and sometimes even more 

This kind of genealogical knowledge is found among patrilineal and matrilineal groups 

in Africa 

 Such comprehensive genealogical knowledge does not necessarily mean that the 

entire lineage constitutes any kind of group that meets for particular purposes 

 this knowledge is not preserved without reason 

Lineage activities 

There is hardly ever an occasion when all members of a lineage are present 
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Economic activities 

 Lineage members do not act together as an economic unit 

 Lineage acts independently as far as economic activities are concerned 

 When big tasks such as hoeing, weeding, harvesting or home improvements need to be 

done, work parties are organized, for example, Among rural Xhosa-speakers, such 

work parties are called amalima 

 Volunteers are invited to come and help with the work  

 Those who respond to the invitation are treated to food and beer in exchange for their 

labour 

 Help is also given with the expectation that those who receive help will reciprocate at 

some other time 

 Majority of them will probably be neighbours and other volunteers although lineage 

members will be among the workers 

 

Land ownership 

 The lineage does not control and no longer allocates land to its members 

 Land is currently allocated by the political authorities 

 The rights to a building-site for a house, or a piece of agricultural land, and the right to 

graze a fixed number of stock on common grazing land are allocated to heads of 

families 

 These rights revert back to the political authorities when the headman dies to re-

allocate these rights to his successor 

 Agreement should be reached to headman and his council, who then advise the 

authorities accordingly 

Settling of disputes 

 Where conflict arises between lineage members, it is important that it be resolved 

without delay 

 The urgency is partly due to the fear of the ancestors sending misfortune on the group if 

the matter is not settled 

 

Religious and other activities 

 All rituals relating to the ancestors take place under the guidance of the lineage head 
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 If he resides in another ward he may have to travel some distance to preside over these 

rituals 

 If the ritual is one of particular importance, all lineage members must be informed 

 Today ancestor rituals attract smaller numbers of people in attendance because: 

o dispersal of lineage members 

o employment commitments 

o conversion to Christianity 

Other occasions when members of the lineage group come together are initiation 

ceremonies, marriages and funerals. 

Kinds of lineage groupings 

Among the Nguni people (ie Xhosa-, Zulu-, Swazi- and Ndebele-speakers), whom we have 

been using as examples, mainly two kinds of lineage groups may be formed: 

 

The local group 

 Consists of the lineage members who reside together in the same locality 

 Mainly concerned with the maintenance of peaceful relations 

 This group settles disputes and deal with tensions 

Groups who come together for special occasions 

 Consist of lineage members who come together to perform specific rituals on 

ceremonial occasions 

Note that:  

 Lineage as a whole never comes together as a group 

 The importance of the lineage is that it is a set of people from among whom a group 

may be recruited for specific purposes 

 It distinguishes a category of people to whom an individual may look for assistance, 

advice and support under certain circumstances 

 

Clans 

 Although clans are found throughout the world, they are currently more common among 

rural, traditional communities 
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 The Scottish Highlanders with their characteristic tartan kilts (a pleated skirt), are 

contemporary examples of such groups 

 Members of clans claim to be descended from a common ancestor, but are 

unable to 

 demonstrate such descent 

 Clans found in communities with a system of patrilineal descent are known as 

patriclans and in matrilineal systems, matriclans 

Differences between lineages and clans 

 Clans differ from lineages in that their membership is based on fictive descent 

 In Clans members are unable to definitely or accurately determine or trace their descent 

 Lineages, however, descent can be genealogically traced 

 Clans are also much larger than lineages 

 Clans do share certain common characteristics, these characteristics BUT cannot be 

said to be universal 

The characteristics of clanship described below should not be seen as a model example 

of a clan, but as a list of features that may occur in various combinations 

Clan names 

 Although genealogical descent cannot be demonstrated, each individual‟s clan 

membership is known 

 This is because the clan name is transferred from parent to child 

EXAMPLE 

 In the case of patrilineal clans, as among Xhosa-speaking people, the children inherit 

the clan name of the father, while among communities with matrilineal clans the name 

of the mother is passed on to her children 

 

 The clan name is often the name of the apical ancestor or it may refer to an event in the 

clan‟s history 

 Extensive genealogical knowledge is therefore not needed to prove clan membership 

 Individuals know to which clan they belong and who the other members of their clan are 

 

In some Nguni communities such as the Southern Ndebele, clan names are also used as 

surnames. Among the Xhosa, however, each individual has a surname as well as a clan name 

(isiduko) 
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Clans and lineages 

 Where communities have clans as well as lineages, each clan consists of a number 

of lineages 

 It is not possible to determine how each lineage fits into the clan structure 

Hierarchy of clans 

 In many communities where clans occur, a distinction is made between royal clans and 

commoner clans 

Royal clans 

 Are those to which traditional chiefs belong (eg the Mahlangu clans of the Southern 

Ndebele) 

 Chieftainship is restricted to certain lineages, so that the status of clan members who 

do not belong to these lineages does not differ significantly from that of commoners 

Clan dispersal 

Currently clans are dispersed and members are found in different villages and wards and no 

more localised as it was during pre-colonial, pre-contact times 

In this Contemporary time clans remain important particularly amongst the Nguni people  

Kinship relations between clan members 

 Clan categories of people are descended from a common ancestor and are therefore 

related or share the same blood 

 Belief in common descent therefore forms the basis of relations between clan members 

 clans are usually exogamous units 

 clan members may not marry each other 

 Sharing a common clan name is accepted as proof that the persons concerned have a 

blood relationship 

 clan members are expected to offer hospitality as well as material and moral support to 

each other 

 

Clan membership and religion 

 Clan membership can have important consequences for the practice of traditional 

religion. For 

 example, many Xhosa-speaking people believe that: 
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 have common clan ancestors to whom all members are related 

 Associated with a number of mythological animals that are identified with the clan 

ancestors and that are believed to influence the wellbeing of the living 

 Have a particular kind of clan medicine (ubulawu) that is effective for clan members 

only – this medicine is used on ritual occasions 

Corporateness 

A corporate descent group is a group that acts together as a whole (eg regarding economic or 
religious activities) 

Note  

Note, however, that clans among South African communities do not form corporate groups 

Example 

An example of a clan functioning as a unit is found among the Tungus (or the Evenki as they 

are nowadays called) of Northern Asia (and more specifi cally of Russia, China and Mongolia) 

where a clan has the right to the proceeds of a hunt undertaken by any of its members. 

Whatever animals have been hunted belong to the clan and not the hunters. The hunting 

territory also belongs to the whole clan and is distributed among families within the clan. 

Moreover, although families can own their own reindeer, they do not have exclusive rights 

over these animals. If a large number of reindeer die of disease, the rest of the reindeer may 

be divided among all the families. (Shirokogoroff 1935:296) 

 

Totemism 

In some communities, clans are totemic 

Totem 

 Refers to an animal, plant or other object that is especially valued by a particular group 

 The group may be named after its totem and may believe itself to be descended from 

the totem 

 The group usually follows certain rules of conduct with regard to its totem (e.g. by not 

killing or eating an animal or plant depicted on the totem) 

 Where two clans have the same totem, they are believed to be related and therefore do 

not intermarry 
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Phratries 

 The term phratry is derived from the Greek word phrater, which means a brother, and 

“phratry” 

 may therefore be translated as “brotherhood” 

 phratry is a unilineal descent group made up of two or more putatively related clans 

Putatively 

 The relationship cannot be accurately traced, but is a remembered relationship 

 A clan may sometimes split into two or more independent clans (eg owing to an 

increase in its size). 

 Members of the clans may continue to recognise their common origin by not 

intermarrying 

 There is attitude of friendliness and solidarity towards each other, and by helping with 

funeral arrangements 

Moieties 

 The term “moiety” is derived from the French word moietie which means half 

 It is used in anthropological literature to describe a system of dual organisation in which 

a community is divided into two sections 

 the bonds among the members are not as close as those found in a clan 

 Moieties do not occur in Southern Africa, but are common in Australia, Melanesia, India 

and in several parts of North and South America 

 membership involves specific prescriptions, rights and obligations 

 Moieties are exogamous, that is, members of one moiety are required to marry 

someone from the other moiety 

 May have to render certain services for members of the other moiety (e.g. burial and 

initiation rites 

 

EXAMPLE 

 Among the Tlingit of Alaska, a man does not perform labour for his own moiety 

members, neither does he use them to do any work.  

 A member of the Raven moiety uses members of the Wolf moiety to build a house for 

his house-group or to perform ritual duties such as piercing his children‟s ears or 

initiating them into secret communities.  

 Likewise, a Raven member performs similar services for the Wolf moiety.  
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 Feasts are arranged by one moiety for the other. There is continuous rivalry and 

competition between these two moieties that may eventually lead to serious tension 

between them 

 

Moieties are associated with opposites. 

EXAMPLE 
 Among the Winnebago of Wisconsin in North America, moieties are named “those 

above (the earth)” and “those on earth”.  

 The former includes clans named after birds, while the clans of the latter are named 

after land and water animals. In former times, these moieties also occupied different 

halves of the village. 

 

Concluding remarks 

 Many communities have combinations of two or more types (e.g. lineages and clans or 

clans and phratries but no lineages (e.g. lineages and clans or clans and phratries but 

no lineages) 

 There is a relationship between the size and degree of localisation of such groups, and 

the extent to which particular groups act as a whole in economic, religious and political 

activities 

 local lineages or clans – may have economic as well as political significance 

 Dispersed lineages and clans will emphasise religious activities, simply because it is 

impossible for their members to participate effectively in economic activities 

 

MARRIAGE 

What is marriage? 

 There is no single definition for all the different types of marriage found in human 

communities 

 Marriage is an institution that controls and sanctions rights over sexual activity; or that it 

is the institution that makes provision for the procreation and care of children 

 

Note that: 

Neither of these definitions, however, covers all possible variations of marriage found 

throughout the world, and nor is the procreation of legitimate children necessarily dependent 
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upon marriage. Nor does marriage only occur between a man and a woman 

 

 

EXAMPLE 

Among the matrilineal Wambo of Namibia, a girl who has undergone the initiation ceremony 

is considered to be an adult and has the same status as a married woman. Even if she does 

not get married she can bear children who are fully accepted as legitimate 

 

 
 Marriage is universal though not everybody in all communities gets married 

 There are variations in how people marry, whom they marry and also to how many 

people one can marry at the same time 

 Marriage is not even necessarily the basis for a family or family life any longer 

 Single parent families are also becoming more common, because individuals are 

electing to have children without contracting a marriage 

 Marriage as simply a socially approved sexual and economic union between persons 

(usually between a man and a woman or women).  

 Note that gay marriages are increasingly being legally sanctioned in several countries 

 Around the world most marriages are man-woman marriages 

There are other forms of marriage 

 Marriages involving more than two spouses, 

 Domestic partnerships that are not legally sanctioned, civil marriages (licensed and 

legalised), 

 Religious marriages,  

 Same-sex marriages (even in some “traditional” communities such as amongst the 

Nuer in Sudan 

 

Forms of marriage 

Monogamy 

 Monogamy is the marriage of one man and one woman 

 One can only  remarry after the death of one of the partners or the dissolution of the 

marriage by divorce 
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Polygamy 

 A form of marriage in which a person is married to more than one partner at the same 
time 

 There are two forms of polygamy, namely, polygyny and polyandry (polygamy in which 

a woman has more than one husband) 

Choice of marriage partners 

 All communities have certain requirements that must be met by an individual in order to 

qualify for marriage 

 Even those with the concept of a free choice of marriage partners, recognise certain 

restrictions in the choice of marriage partners 

 Some communities have preferences which influence the selection of partners 

Arranged marriages 

 Parents choose marriage partners for their children 

 Close kin or their representatives arrange marriages while the future marriage partners 

are still in their infancy 

 Such marriage arrangements are directed to forging new economic and social ties 

between two kin groups 

 This type of arrangement is becoming less prevalent as people increasingly want more 

say in the choice of their marriage partner 

 Formerly common among the Hindu, Chinese, Japanese and also in eastern and 

southern Europe (it was the normal form of marriage for royalty 

EXAMPLE 
According to Mönnig, among the “traditional Pedi” parents sometimes arrange for the future 

marriage of their children. In this case, the arrangement will be made by the boy‟s parents 

sending a bull to the girl‟s parents while both boy and girl are still children. This arrangement 

takes precedence over other arrangements that the boy may make in the future. Neither 

party can cancel the arrangement without the consent of the other and the return of the 

bull (Mönnig 1967:130, 200) 

 

Maturity or adulthood 

In some communities, maturity or adulthood is associated with a specific age 

Other communities‟ puberty ceremonies that are performed to initiate individuals into adulthood 
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According to South African law, persons over the age of 18 may contract a legal marriage 

without the consent of their parents or guardians. Males under the age of 18 and females 

under 15 years of age may only marry with the consent of their parents or guardians and 

the Minister of Home Affairs 

 

Restrictions based on kinship 

Exogamy 

 Marriage partners must be chosen from outside one‟s own specified group, 

for example, a family, lineage and clan 

 prohibition is based on the assumption that members of such a group are 

blood relatives and to marry would therefore be regarded as incest 

 prohibition  may  also  be supported  by supernatural  sanctions , such  as the belief  that 

children  born  of such  marriages  could  be malformed  or weak  or suffer  from mental 

illness 

EXAMPLE 

Among more traditionally-inclined Xhosa-speakers and other Southern Nguni in general, 

clan exogamy is still widely observed, and cases where it is ignored may be regarded as 

exceptional. Often, the revenge of the ancestors is believed to be incurred by those who 

break this rule 

 

Note that:  

 Although we have mentioned marriage prohibitions in the same context as incest 

prohibitions, 

 the two are not synonymous, because incest has to do with sexual relations, while 

exogamy pertains to marriage relations 

 There are marriage prohibitions that are not related to incest prohibitions. In some 

communities fathers may have intercourse with their daughters, but they may not marry 

them. 

 Exogamy described in terms of incest prohibition is therefore not universal 

 

 

Alliance theory 

 Refers to rules of exogamy which prohibit members of a group from taking marriage 

partners from inside their own group 
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 They must take marriage partners from neighbouring groups with whom relations are 

frequently tense or hostile the forming of alliances creates valuable ties outside one‟s 

own community or group, as is implied by the proverb “wemarry our enemies and keep 

the peace” 

 

Confusion of roles 

 Another viewpoint on exogamy states that marriage within the group leads to a 

confusion of 

 roles 

 Expected behaviour towards those in your own group differs from that which applies 

 to affinal kin 

 Marriage within the clan would therefore mean that individuals would be placed in 

positions where contradictory rules of conduct would apply, for example where an 

individual is a clan member as well as an affinal kin member 

 

Promotion of solidarity 

 Solidarity and cohesion within a descent group by preventing jealousy and competition 

among partners 

 marrying outside the group promotes  less competition for available 

 marriage partners within the group 

 

Other prohibitions 

Prohibition on marriage between an individual and members of certain other groups 
 

Example  

Among Xhosa-speakers again, for example, an individual may not marry someone belonging to 

the clans of any one of his four grandparents 

 

Ego may not marry anyone who is a member of the clans of his FaFa, FaMo, MoFa and MoMo 

as illustrated by the diagram bellow 
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EXAMPLE 

Among the Southern Ndebele, members of certain clans do not intermarry (e.g. members 

of the Mahlangu and Kabinde clans) 

 

 
Preferential marriages 

 Some communities prefer or prescribe that a marriage partner be chosen from a certain 

group 

 The rule that expects someone to marry within a certain group is known as endogamy.  

Endogamy may take various forms: 

Caste endogamy 

 Found in India where marriage within one‟s own caste is prescribed 

 a woman may attempt to marry into a higher caste 
 

EXAMPLE 
 In some parts of Africa where various classes are distinguished within a community, 

endogamy is also practiced.  Among the Maasai of Kenya, a warrior will not marry the 

daughter of an iron-worker because she belongs to a class grouping beneath his own 

 

Alliance endogamy 

 When a person is prohibited from marrying within his own group (exogamy), he may at 

the same time be expected to marry someone from another particular group, that is, 

within the alliance 

Local group endogamy 

Occurs where there is more than one descent group in a village 
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Marrying from another descent but within the same village as his own 
 

EXAMPLE 
 Among the Ashanti of Ghana, taking a marriage partner from outside one‟s own village 

is considered unsafe, because the family background and character of the prospective 

bride is not known 

 

Kin group endogamy 

 The most common form of endogamy is marriage with a certain category of relative 

 This is called kin group endogamy and may take the form of parallel-cousin marriage or 

cross-cousin marriage 

Cross-cousin marriage 

 Is a marriage between the children of siblings of a brother and a sister 

 Can be expressed as marriage to a MoBr‟s child or to a FaSi‟s child 

 Why people practice it: 

 They believe it strengthen relationships that have already been established between kin 

 believe that it is beneficial for relationships within the family if the bride becomes a 

daughter-in-law in a family she already knows, because this reduces the amount of 

tension in the family 

Parallel-cousin marriage 

 Is a marriage between the children of same-sex siblings 

 Marriage between the children of two sisters or marriage between the children of two 

brothers 

 This form of marriage is not as common as cross-cousin marriage 

 Marrying a FaBrDa keeps the marriage goods within the ranks of the same descent 

group 

 may also mean the giving of fewer marriage goods (because the bride is the daughter 

of the paternal uncle 

EXAMPLE 

 Xhosa-speakers consider both cross and parallel-cousin marriages to be incestuous 

and also object to them on practical grounds 
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Choice of marriage partners in secondary marriages 

A secondary marriage is a marriage concluded after a first or primary marriage 

 First marriage has not been dissolved and both partners are still living 

 this establishes a polygamous marriage 

Polygamy 

 refers to a form of marriage that involves more than two marriage partners at the same 

time 

 It has two forms: polygyny and polyandry 

 It involves one man and two or more women 

 The wives may be unrelated or they may be sisters 

Sororal polygyny 

 …. Is a marriage between a man and two sisters 

 Practiced because it is it is believed that close ties and good relationships between the 

sisters will promote unity and peace in the family e.g. the Pedi people 

  

Examples  

 President Jacob Zuma‟s recent marriage to his fifth wife is an example of polygamy 

 Xhosa-speakers prohibit sororal polygyny although polygyny as such is practised 

 

The following illustrations show how polygyny and sororal polygyny are indicated in a 
kinship diagram 

 

 

Polyandry 

 Is a marriage involving one woman and two or more men 

 Rare form of marriage that occurs only in a few communities 
 Practiced in Tibet, Nepal, India and Sri Lanka 
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Two types of polyandry 

Fraternal polyandry 

 Where a woman is married to two brothers 

Heterogeneous polyandry 

 where a women marries two husbands are not related 

The following illustrations show how fraternal and heterogeneous polyandry are 

indicated in a kinship diagram 

 

 

Example 

Polyandry is found among the Toda of India. In the Himalayan mountains, where these people 

live, there is a shortage of land and the practice of polyandry is a way of adjusting to this 

 

 Even if a woman has more than one husband, she can only be pregnant with one child 

at a time, and this keeps the population within the limits that a harsh environment can 

support 

 Among the Inuit (Eskimo) of the Arctic where, in the harsh icy conditions, it is very 

difficult for a single man to provide for a family on his own that is why polyandry is 

practiced 

 In Tibet, polyandry is a result of the limited agricultural land that is allocated to a family 

and has to be passed down to the sons 

 Brothers marry one woman and keep the family land intact 
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Levirate 

Levirate is the continuation of a deceased man‟s marriage by his brother or another 

male relative 

 The leviratic husband cares for the widow and her children and assumes the sexual 

 privileges of the deceased husband 

 Children born of the union are, however, considered to the sons and daughters of the 

deceased husband 

 Based on the assumption that a marriage is not terminated by the death of the husband 
 

Example 
 

 While the levirate is practised by certain Southern Nguni such as the Mpondo, it is not 

practised by Xhosa people who consider it to be incestuous 

 

Sororate 

Two forms of sororate 

 Where a man has the right to claim his deceased wife‟s sister as a substitute (in which 

case it is not actually a secondary union 

 The second is where a man may claim his barren wife‟s sister as an ancillary 

(supplementary) wife 

 sororal polygyny have been discussed above 

 

Examples 

All three forms of sororal unions occur among the Pedi. The common factor in all three is, 

however, that a man has the right to claim his wife‟s sister as a second, substitute or ancillary 

wife 

 

Ghost marriage 

 Take place where a man dies before he can marry, especially if he dies in battle 

 It is then the duty of his brother or another male relative to marry a wife and raise 

children in his name 

 This means that the spirit of the deceased man is married to the woman and marriage 

goods paid in his name 
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 Occurs where the deceased occupied an important position in the lineage and must 

therefore have descendants to continue his line 

Contracting a marriage 

 Involves a number of different actions and may also take place over a fairly long period 

of time 

 Among non-western communities it is quite common for the contracting 

 of a marriage to be a gradual process that starts with negotiations, and which is only 

finalised after many years 

 varies from a highly individualised, primarily legal transaction between the two partners 

(a western marriage) to a series of legal, ritual and ceremonial acts that involve large 

numbers of kin among other communities 

Ceremonial and ritual acts concerning marriage 

A ceremony 

 Is any important formal act that is performed with dignity. It need not necessarily be 
linked to religion 

A ritual act  

 Is one that has definite religious or magical significance 

Note:  is not always possible to clearly distinguish between the two. 

The contractual or legal aspect of a marriage that takes place in a Christian church is so 
closely interwoven with the ceremonial and ritual acts that it is very difficult to distinguish 
between them 
 

Contractual factors 

 Contracting a marriage has legal implications, since it involves rights and duties 

 Concluding a marriage therefore involves reaching an agreement or concluding a 

contract 

 couple may indicate their own wishes and even try to force their respective kin groups 

to take their wishes into consideration 

 

EXAMPLE 

 Among the Nguni, the ukuthwala (to carry; to elope) practice has become common 
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 Where the marriage contract is between two kin groups, they maintain a permanent 

interest 

 in the marriage and may even take on the responsibility of solving problems that may 

occur in the marriage 

 The problems are due to misbehavior or disrespect towards affinal kin, adultery, neglect 

of the woman or the woman‟s failure to fulfill her duties 

 

One or more of the following may also form part of the contractual factors in a marriage: 

 transfer of marriage goods 

 bride service 

 exchange of brides 

 dowry 

Transfer of marriage goods 

 This is a gift of money or goods from the groom and his kin group to the bride‟s father 

 Gives the groom and his descent group the right to marry the bride and the right to any 

children 

 born of the marriage 

 Transfer of marriage goods occurs throughout the world, but is particularly common in 

Africa and Oceania 

 may take the form of livestock, food, money or agricultural implements 

 The amount and nature of the goods differ from society to society, depending on the 

status and wealth of the groups concerned as well as the educational standard, beauty, 

age and whether the bride is a virgin 

 delivery of marriage goods does not mean that the woman is bought like a slave 

 

Bride service 

 This requires the bridegroom to work for the bride‟s family, sometimes before the 

marriage begins and sometimes after the marriage has already taken place varies in 

time 

 From a few months to a few years 

 It was traditionally found among the Bemba of Zambia 
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Exchange of brides 

 Happens where a sister or female relative of the bridegroom is exchanged for the bride 

 Happens in communities where economy is  based on horticulture – in other words, 

women make a significant contribution to the economy 

 Families cannot afford to lose her contribution, hence the exchange 

 

Dowry 

 Involves the transfer of a considerable amount of goods or money from the bride‟s 

family to the bride herself 

 It is not a transaction between the family of the bride and the family of the 

 bridegroom 

 Possibly intended to provide support for a woman and her children 

 Intended to attract the best possible husband for the woman, especially in communities 

 with a high degree of social stratification 

 Still found in parts of eastern Europe, France, Italy and India 

 

Residential arrangements after marriage 

 In communities in which newly married couples usually live with or are close to their kin, 

several patterns of residence are found: 

 Patrilocal or virilocal residence: 

 Residence after marriage is with or near the man‟s kin group 

 Found among communities with a patrilineal descent system 

Matrilocal or uxorilocal residence 

 Residence after marriage is with or near the wife‟s kin group 

 found among communities with a matrilineal descent system 

Bilocal residence: 

 Couples live alternately with the husband‟s group and the wife‟s group for a fixed period 

of time 

 This type of residence is found among the Dobu of Melanesia 
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Avunculocal residence: 

 The son and his wife settle with or near his mother‟s brother 

 found in only about four per cent of communities 

Neolocal residence 

 The newly married couple lives entirely separate from their kin 

 Both the son and daughter leave home after marriage and set up their own nuclear 

families 

 They independent and not subject to the authority or supervision of the husband‟s and 

wife‟s kin groups 

 More common throughout the world, particularly in urban environments 

“Adolescent rebellion” 

 Occur more frequently in communities with neolocal residence 

 Probably because, when family members remain dependent on each other throughout 

their lives, rebellion is unwise 

 dependence is found, amongst others, in communities practising patrilocal and 

matrilocal residence 

 in neolocal residence , there is considerable job and geographical mobility 

 neolocal  residence  usually forms part of a money economy, which is characterised by 

occupational specialisation 

 rapidly changing technology often means that children are more “advanced” than their 

parents and this, too, leads to tension 

 If a married couple lives patrilocally, the wife may be far from her own kin 

 This has important consequences for her status and behavior since she is an outsider 

Note: check Hlonipha rules for traditional Xhosa-speaking married women pg 124; study guide 

2011 

Dissolution of marriage 

 A marriage is usually contracted with the idea that it will be a lasting bond and, as we 

have seen, there are rules and other measures to ensure this 

 Different roles of spouses are set out in terms of rights and duties 

 Involvement of kin groups may also serve to support and stabilise the marriage 

 Marriages are not equally stable in all communities 

 Marriages are unstable and frequently dissolved (usually in matrilineal communities) 
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Example 

 marriage in its early stages is characterised as having many elements of a trial and 

temporary union ( among the Bemba in Zambia) 

 

 

 The instability in matrilineal usually is caused by the fact that children belong to their 

mother‟s descent group and that the wife‟s brother has authority  and responsibility to 

support his sister‟s children  

Unsuccessful marriages can be stabilized by: 

 By a court of law 

 By the marriage partners themselves 

 By the kin groups concerned  

 Can also be dissolved unilaterally by one party 

The most common grounds for dissolution of unsuccessful marriages are the following: 
 Barrenness, impotence, adultery, incompatibility, laziness, economic inadequacy of the 

husband in providing for his wife and children, strife, ill-treatment and accusations of 

witchcraft 

CONCLUSION – THE IMPORTANCE OF KINSHIP RELATIONS AND THE VALUE OF 

KINSHIP STUDIES 

 Membership of descent groups such as clans and lineages is acquired through birth 

and a person cannot simply renounce this membership 

 Those who go to work in urban areas and break their ties, Xhosa people refer them as 

itshipa (cheap) 

 Such a person estranges himself from his members and fro his ancestors 

The role of the Makhadzi among the Venda 

 The presence of a man‟s linked sister with whom he has close ties is essential in his life 

 Several events among the Venda could not take place if such a sister, known as 

makhadzi, was not present 

 She is, responsible for naming children and without her presence traditional leaders 

cannot be nominated and their position cannot be affirmed 

 she is the ritual channel to the ancestor spirits and her involvement is essential when 

sacrifices are brought to these spirits 
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The value of and insights gained from the study of kinship 

 The formation of groups such as clans and lineages 

 The choice of marriage partners – whom someone may or may not marry and even 

whom someone is supposed to marry 

 An individual's rank in relation to other people 

 Inheritance of material goods. (often directly linked to rank.) 

 place of residence – where and with whom a person should live, especially after 

marriage 

 the context within which relations with the supernatural are maintained 

 work situations especially among some Oriental people, where family members under 

the leadership of an elder, have a common goal and loyalty toward one another, thus 

forming a more dedicated work force, for instance organ builders in Japan 

 Which kin to approach for support or help in a crisis or everyday affairs 

 the context and functioning of such communities 
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THEME 9 – RELIGION, THE SUPERNATURAL AND MAGIC 

 

Learning outcomes 

 to examine and explain beliefs and practices regarding the supernatural found in 

human communities the world over 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Human beings live in circumstances and environments over which they have very little control 

Example :Natural disasters  

Despite the development of technological expertise and scientific knowledge, tsunamis, 

earthquakes, and erupting volcanos still take us unawares and kill many thousands of people 

all at once 

 

 Human experience has always involved events that cannot be explained or understood 

and ways to deal with such matters 

 All communities have religious or belief systems just as they have economic, political, 

kinships and other socio-cultural systems 

 these beliefs vary a great deal 

WHAT IS RELIGION – AND MAGIC? 

 Archaeologists have found evidence of religious belief associated with Homo sapiens 

who lived some 60,000 years ago 

 Early human beings started to deliberately bury their dead, and the remains of food, 

tools and other objects have been found in graves – we can only assume that the 

communities believed that these were needed in some sort of afterlife 

 Rock paintings and other forms of prehistoric art also contain symbolism that suggests 

people believed in the existence of supernatural spirits 

 This means that, they tried to communicate with, or perhaps even influence them 

 

MAJOR WORLD RELIGIONS 

(By percentage of world population 2005) 
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33% Christianity (including Catholic, Protestant, Eastern Orthodox, Pentecostal, 

Anglican, Monophysite, AICs, Latter-day Saints, Evangelical, SDAs, 

Jehovah‟s Witnesses, Quakers, AOG, Nominal etc) 

21% Islam (Shiite, Sunni etc) 

16% “Nonreligious” (including agnostic, atheist, secular humanist etc) 

14% Hinduism 

6% Primal Indigenous (including African Traditional/Diasporic) 

6% Chinese Traditional 

6% Buddhism 

0,36% Sikhism 

0,22% Judaism 

(There is also a small category of “other”.) (www.adherents.com as cited by Kottak 2008). 

 

The need for religion (theories) 

Ember et al (2005:448–449) have identified four theories for the origin of religion: 

Edward Tylor 

 He is the earliest social scientists 

 He suggested that religion originated in people‟s speculation about dreams, trances 
and death 

 There is a dual existence for all things – a physical, visible body and a psychic, invisible 
soul 

 At death the soul permanently leaves the body 
 Because the dead appear in dreams, people came to believe that the souls of the dead 

were still around 
 

Sigmund Freud‟s 

 Reversion to childhood feelings 

 Although much of Sigmund Freud‟s early interpretation of the origin of religion is 

rejected by social scientists today, his idea that events in infancy can have long-lasting 

and powerful effects on beliefs and practices in adult life is widely accepted 

 According to Freud infants and children inevitably and unconsciously view their parents 

as all-knowing and all-powerful 

 When adults feel out of control or in need, they may unconsciously revert to their 

infantile and childhood feelings 
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 They may then look to gods or magic to do what they cannot do for themselves, just as 

they turned to their parents to take care of their needs 

Anxiety and uncertainty 

 Freud also thought that humans would turn to religion during times of uncertainty 

 Bronislaw Malinowski claimed that, in fact, people in all communities are faced with 

anxiety and uncertainty 

 Even if they have knowledge sufficient to prevent illness, accidents and natural 

disasters – the most frightening prospect is death itself, hence the intense desire for 

immortality 

 Malinowski thus saw religion as born from the universal need to find comfort in times of 

crises 

The need for community 

All theorists seem to agree on one thing: that, regardless of the different beliefs and rituals, 

religion satisfies certain psychological needs common to all people 

 French sociologist, Emile Durkheim, indicated that humans experience the “push and 

pull” forces of society – society directs people as to what is right or acceptable 

behaviour and prescribes against wrongdoing 

 These forces of public opinion, custom and law are largely invisible and inexplicable 

and hence mysterious – thus people came to believe in gods and spirits 

 This, in turn, confirms a person‟s place in society – which enhances feelings of 

community 

The functions of religion 

 Religious beliefs and practices serve a variety of psychological and social functions 

 An orderly model of the universe, plays a key role in establishing orderly human 

behaviour 

 Through special stories, accounts or myths people find answers to important questions 

such as: what does the universe look like, how does it work, and what is my place in it? 

 

example 

 The accounts of creation in the Book of Genesis are good examples of this 

 

 Religion reduces the fears and anxieties of individuals by explaining the unknown and 

making 
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 it understandable 

 Religion plays a role in social control through notions of right and wrong and provides 

guidelines for acceptable behaviour 

 A psychological function linked to the previous one is a community or society‟s moral 

code. This moral code lifts the burden of responsibility off the shoulders of the 

individual. 

 The role of religion in the maintenance of social solidarity (e.g. by means of common 

participation in rituals and beliefs). Helps to bind people together and reinforce their 

identification with their particular group 

 Performs a function in education (e.g. during initiation or transition rituals – rites of 

passage or rites of intensification) 

 
 
Definition of religion as 

 “A kind of human behaviour – which can be classified as belief and ritual concerned 

with supernatural beings, powers and forces” 

Ember et al (2005:447) definition of religion 

 Any set of attitudes, beliefs, and practices pertaining to supernatural power, whether 

that power be forces, gods, spirits, ghosts, or demons 

 Although religion and magic are closely related they are not identical concepts 

 The distinction between religion and magic is on the attitude or intention involved 

 Religionis associated with an attitude of dependence, while magic is associated with 

the intention to manipulate 

The problem with the distinction based on attitudes is that attitudes 

 Are subjective and highly individualistic 

 Are not easily identifiable 

 Are strongly influenced by individuals‟ emotional condition vary and are subject to 

change 

The criterion of attitudes is nevertheless a useful one, since it focuses on religious experience 
and behaviour 

 The distinction based on attitudes does not always coincide with that between personal 

beings and impersonal powers 

 Manipulation of an impersonal power is definitely magical, and that supplication of a 

personal supernatural being in an attitude of dependence is definitely religious 
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 Very often, however, the distinction is not as clear as this hence magic and religion are 

polar concepts (many acts fall somewhere between the two poles of “pure” religion and 

“pure” magic) 

 it is impossible to classify all phenomena as either belonging to the sphere of religion or 

of magic 

 So a religious act often includes a magical element 

 it is often difficult to separate religion from the economic, political and other aspects of a 

socio-cultural system 

THE SUPERNATURAL 

 Powers believed to be not human or not subject to the laws of nature – varies from 

community to community 

 Variation is influenced by what people in a community regard as natural 

 

Example 

 some illnesses that many of us are familiar with are believed to result from the natural 

action of bacteria and viruses but some believe its due to supernatural forces and, as 

such, are part of a specific religious belief system 

Such sets of beliefs also vary over time within a community or society 

 Example,  

 In the biblical-Christian tradition, floods, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, comets and 

plagues/epidemics were considered evidence of an angry God intervening in human 

affairs 

 Nowadays it is generally accepted that these are simply natural occurrences – even 

though some believe that supernatural forces are still involved 

 “western worldview” has often been explained in terms of a triangle in which a clear 

distinction is made between humans, nature (the natural) and the supernatural: 

 THE SUPERNATURAL 

 

 

 

 

HUMANS                                                                                  NATURE 
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 Although these three components are also present in other worldviews, they do not 

form a triangle of three different categories 

 a sharp distinction is not drawn between them 

 

Ideas and perceptions that people have about the supernatural include the following: 

Spirits of the dead 

 Belief in the continued existence of humans after death is widespread 

 Conceptions regarding life after death vary according to the views about the nature of 

humans found in different communities 

 Traditionally inclined black people in Southern Africa, there is a vague idea of a 

distinction between a person‟s body, spirit, and what is sometimes called his or her 

shadow 

 There is also the idea that the spirit or shadow may leave the body temporarily during 

sleep, and at death permanently, for the spirit world 

 The part or aspect of humans that is believed to survive after death is sometimes 

referred to as a spirit, or a soul 

 This part is believed to be immortal 

 Beliefs that the dead influence the living, vary with communities 

People who practise ancestor cults generally believe that the dead: 

 have greater powers than the living 

 are omniscient (have unlimited knowledge) as far as the living are 

concerned 

 can influence the wellbeing of the living 

Their influence is believed to be limited to their close kin 

 The influence may be sending of prosperity or of misfortune in 

 the form of ill-health, damage to property by means of lightning, all kinds of losses, 

misfortune at work, and so forth 

 maintaining good relationships with ancestors is through rituals 

 these rituals 

 usually include the killing of an animal such as an ox or a goat, libations of beer, and 

the invoking of the ancestors 

 

pg. 101



 

 

 

   

In South Africa, Christianity teaches life after death but there is no consensus about life 

after death: 

 It is believed that, although a person‟s body dies, his/ her soul is immortal, and that it 

therefore continues to live after death 

 The possibility of communication between the living and the dead is denied by most 

Christians 

 Practices such as visits to the graves of dead kin, the erecting of gravestones, or the 

placing of flowers upon graves are performed for reasons of loyalty and sentiment, and 

not as a means of communicating with the dead 

Note that: Beliefs concerning the dead are closely related to kinship systems and this has to 

be kept in mind if we wish to understand practices in connection with the dead 

The supernatural in nature 

 Not everybody distinguishes humans, nature and the supernatural as completely 

different categories 

 People from some socio-cultural systems believe that these merge or overlap, and that 

the supernatural is present in natural phenomena 

 According to John Beatie the merging of the natural and the supernatural in the 

cosmology of such communities can be explained in terms of inadequate technological 

development 

 If humans have no way of controlling phenomena, they tend to spiritualise them 

 They ascribe quasi-human (seemingly human) attributes to such forces in an attempt to 

come to some kind of agreement with them – by invocation and sacrifice 

Check example pg 137 ….2011 study guide 

Gods 

 Few examples of religious systems belief in one God (monotheistic beliefs) 

 Examples are Christianity, Islam and Judaism 

 Most followers of these religious systems would agree that the Supreme Being is living, 

invisible, immutable (unchanging), eternal, almighty, holy, omniscient (having unlimited 

           knowledge), good, and so forth 

 

 More frequently, however, religious systems are characterised by belief in a number 

of gods (polytheism). Hinduism is a contemporary example of this 

 One of these is believed to be a supreme being while the others are subordinate to him 
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Example 

 Zeus ranked higher than the other gods in the Greek pantheon, and he has been called 

the father of the gods 

 

Active involvement of a deity or deities in everyday affairs: Beliefs in this connection 

vary between two opposites: 

One extreme 

 It is believed that the deity, after completing his task of creation, withdrew from the 

world and is no longer actively involved in it 

 He is never approached by people and they do not attempt to enter into a personal 

relationship with him 

 This is referred to as deism 

 

The opposite view 

 The view is that the deity is not only fully aware of everything that happens 

 Determines the course of events, even in minute detail 

 He maintains a personal relationship with his creatures. 

 This is referred to as theism 

There are also those who reject belief in a god or gods. Such rejection is known as atheism. 

Religious beliefs tend to change as a result of contact between communities and, of course, as 

a result of war and conquest 

Examples 

 

 The Biblical Israelites, for example, were in contact with their neighbours, the 

Egyptians,Babylonians, Assyrians, Philistines, and others. In the process they were infl 

uenced by their neighbours, sometimes to the extent of adopting the gods of their 

neighbours 

 

Totems 
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The word totem is derived from a Native American language, where it refers to clan 

membership 

 It has come to be used by anthropologists to describe a number of customs in which 

social groups are associated with animals, objects or other phenomena 

 A totem, therefore, is an animal or object that is linked with a particular group 

 Used for a wide range of beliefs and practices in connection with the relationship 

between groups and animals or objects 

 Totemism often occurs in connection with unilineal descent groups such as clans or 

lineages, that is, groups that believe themselves to be descended from a common 

ancestor 

 Where such groups are exogamous, they are referred to as totemic clans 

 

Example, 
A member of the Sibanyoni clan among the Southern Ndebele may state that they are 

descended from the guinea-fowl. In fact, the name “Sibanyoni” is derived from the term isiba 

lenyoni (the feather of the bird) and refers to the guinea-fowl. In this case the totem is 

associated with the clan ancestors, and this association is so close that the totem is actually 

indicated as the clan ancestor 

 

 The groups with which totems are associated do not have any of the characteristics 

usually ascribed to clans, such as exogamy 

 They are referred to as totemic groups and not as clans 

 Having the same totem constitutes a special bond of unity 

 A basis of cooperation between the members of a group, or of different groups sharing 

the same totem 

 Often also accompanied by rules of exogamy, so that people having the same totem do 

not intermarry 

 Totemism is not only associated with unilineal descent groups 

 It may also be the symbol of the core group of people in a community 

Example 
the core group of the Northern Sotho speakers has the porcupine as its totem 

 

 Totemism is significant in symbolizing the distinctions between social groups 

 Totems emphasise the differences between groups 
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 The totem may also be closely linked with the group‟s wellbeing which is why the totem 

has to be respected and protected 

 Where the totem is an animal or plant, it may not be killed or eaten by a member of the 

totemic group and this is supported by supernatural sanctions 

Example 

 it is believed that anyone killing or eating the totem will become insane or ill 

 

 In other cases, the opposite holds true where an animal or plant species that forms an 

important part of the group‟s diet 

 Special rituals are performed to ensure the proliferation of the species and thus the 

survival of the group 

 People who venerate the same totem usually have an attitude of friendliness and 

helpfulness, including giving each other help in difficult times 

The supernatural in particular objects, words and actions 

 Various objects may be of religious significance because of their close association with 

supernatural beings or powers 

Examples of such objects (“objects” sometimes include words and/or actions): 
 

Images 

 These are images of gods and spirits often believed to be the temporary seat of such 

beings 

A fetish 

 Is a special kind of object to which supernatural powers are ascribed in some societies 

 Believed to be the temporary abode of supernatural powers or spirits 

Medicines 

 People‟s views about substances used as medicines often include the belief that these 

substances have supernatural properties the effectiveness of 

 The medicines is ascribed to some symbolic association between the medicine and the 

purpose for which it is used 

 

Charms, talismans or amulets 
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 Objects that are used for protection against misfortune and for securing strength, health 

and good fortune 

 May be worn on the body, or placed in various positions where their influence is needed 

 For example, inside or under houses, under a threshold, or in gardens and fields 

Spells 

 In the same way that supernatural powers are believed to be present in particular 

objects, they may also be associated with words and actions 

 The term “spell” is used to describe a series of words that are recited or sung and which 

is believed to be capable of achieving a desired end 

 Uttering of a person‟s name may form part of a spell as is believed to be a  

representative of the person or the entity itself 

Simulation 

 Refers to the symbolic performance of behaviour and gestures that represent a desired 

occurrence (ie in an attempt to make the occurrence a reality) 

 The simulation is enacted in a ceremony where the dancers, with their bodies painted 

white, imitate the movements of the new-born insect 

 

Mana and related concepts 

 The anthropologist RR Marrett used the concept “animation” to describe the belief that 

the world is inhabited by impersonal powers which work in living beings as well as in 

non-living objects 

 Best known example of animation is the concept of mana, which occurs among 

Melanesian and Polynesian people 

 It refers to an impersonal power, associated especially with chiefs, but also with other 

people and strange or unusual objects 

 Although mana is believed to reside in persons, they do not possess it in equal 

amounts 

 Rulers and nobility are believed to possess more mana than ordinary people, and men 

have more than women 

 Those who possess the most mana are considered to be dangerous and should 

consequently be avoided 

 People may increase their mana in various ways, especially by performing certain 

rituals 

example 
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 Possession of mana is believed to be indicated by success or skill, and the victory of a 

warrior or the skill of a craftsman is ascribed to the mana they possess 

 

 Certain objects may also contain mana 

 Mana can be used for good or evil purposes 

 person with mana must therefore know how to use this power, otherwise it may prove to 

be harmful to him (or her) and to others 

 must be treated with respect and the persons and objects believed to contain mana 

must be avoided 

 Mana is thus closely associated 

 with the concept of taboo 

Independent dangerous powers 

 Certain conditions and events are associated with dangerous powers (e.g. 

menstruation, childbirth and death) 

 These conditions and events are associated with ritual impurity 

 People who are in such a condition or involved with such an event must be avoided for 

some stipulated period of time 

 

The supernatural as a source of evil 

The supernatural is also believed to be a source of evil, particularly when used by witches 

Supernatural means may be used with malevolent (evil-minded) intent by people who are 
believed to have the knowledge, power and disposition to do so 
Two categories of acts associated with the malevolent application of supernatural 
powers: 
 

Witchcraft 

 The anthropologist Evans-Pritchard defined witchcraft as the inherent (inborn) power to 

harm other people by supernatural means 

 Witches are said to achieve their goals by using familiars, that is, beings with 
supernatural characteristics that help the witch to achieve his or her evil purpose 

 
 
 

Examples of familiars are: 

pg. 107



 

 

 

   

baboons, cats, snakes, birds, exhumed corpses, and beings that are half animal and half 

human 

uThikoloshe in South Africa 

 
Witches are believed to perform their evil acts at night when they gather to eat the flesh of their 
victims and to indulge in their orgies 
 
Sorcery 

 Learned and is the harmful or aggressive use of magic 
 

 Use material means, words or actions 

 Since they do not have an inherent desire to harm all other people, they only use it for 

personal reasons, for example to get rid of an enemy 

 

RELIGIOUS COMMUNICATION: REVELATION 

 

 The main objective here is to discuss the ways in which the supernatural is believed to 

communicate with human beings, and how humans in turn seek to communicate with 

the supernatural 

 People are often involved as groups, so that interpersonal relations are also influenced 

by interaction with the supernatural 

 

Example 

People may participate in religious activities as kin groups, as communities, or as voluntary 

adherents of a particular religion, irrespective of kinship or community membership 

 

 
 Interpersonal relations cannot be ignored and we shall therefore refer to these where 

necessary 
 Communication is a two-way process: 

 A reciprocal process between two parties, in this case between humans and the 

supernatural, but also between people themselves 

 

 initiative may  be taken either by the supernatural revealing itself to humans, or it may 

be taken by humans seeking contact with the supernatural or with other people 

 hymns and prayers are supplications (humble pleas) to God, while Scripture reading 

and preaching are perceived as God's word to humans 
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 Prayer an act of communication with the supernatural (initiated by human beings) 

 

Revelation 

 Where the supernatural is believed to impart knowledge to humans, and ritual, where 

human activity is directed at the supernatural (and, in a secondary sense, at other 

people) 

 Knowledge of the supernatural is imparted to and acquired by human beings in various 

ways 

Myths 

 The popular meaning of the term myth is that of a false belief or a fictitious event or idea 

 In anthropological theory myths are to refer to tales that are transmitted from generation 

to generation; myths are stories of cosmic origins or events, and give meaning to 

human beings and their world 

 the term myth therefore generally refers to tales which are sacred or religious in nature 

and are concerned with the origin or creation of natural, supernatural or socio-cultural 

phenomena 

It is not always possible or easy to distinguish myth from oral traditions or oral history: 

 

Oral 

traditions / 

Oral history 

 presented as history, as an interpretation of events that actually 

occurred in some remote time 

Myth  Are not histories or rational explanations of the world as it is 

 myths may sometimes seem to be superstitious mixtures of irrational 

ideas or fantasies 

 since myths are not reports of actual events, they must not be 

interpreted literally 

 

Revelations during altered states of consciousness 

 Dreams and visions, together with trance and possession, belong to a category of 

experiences that psychologists call “altered states of consciousness” 

 Such states of consciousness refer to experiences of which one is aware, but which 

differ from the ordinary (e.g. during trance or hypnosis) 
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 The degree of consciousness in such cases varies 

 Dreams and possession form the two extreme states, while vision and trance are 

located between these two extremes 

 

DREAMS VISION – TRANCE POSSESSION 

 Such states are often ascribed to the influence of supernatural forces or beings 

 Different communities interpret these states in terms of their particular socio-cultural 

contexts 

Dreams  

 In contemporary western socio-cultural systems, dreams are usually interpreted in 

terms of psychological or psychoanalytic principles 

 The content of dreams is said to be closely related to people‟s experiences, desires and 

circumstances 

 Many people, however, believe that dreams have revelatory or supernatural meaning. 

(Examples can be found in respect of revelations from the supernatural 

 

Example  

In the Christian Bible, for example, a number of incidents are described where people received 

revelations of future events by means of dreams, for example, Joseph and Daniel in the Old 

Testament 

 

 In preliterate and pre-industrial communities dreams often play a major part in religion, 

medicine and magic 

 Dreams are regarded as sources of information about the future or about the 

supernatural, and are therefore regarded as messages from the supernatural realm 

Check example: pg 145 2011 study guide. 

Trance 

 During a trance, an individual experiences or sees or hears things he or she would not 

normally experience 

 During a trance, a person does not respond to stimuli in a normal way 

 Trance can be induced in various ways, including by means of drugs and by means of 

rhythmic music and dancing 
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Visions 

 Visions usually occur when the recipient is awake or in a trance 

 Many religious systems include reports of visions during which individuals received 

communications from the supernatural 

 

Example 

Mohammed, the prophet of Islam, is reported to have been visited by the angel Gabriel 

when he retired to a cave in the desert near Mecca. During this vision, Gabriel presented 

him with a silken scroll containing the Qu‟uran, the heaven-sent book 

 
Possession 

 Possession is an extreme form of an altered state of consciousness 

 The individual is believed to be inhabited by and to become one with an external power 

or spirit 

There are different types of possession: 

Malevolent possession 

 Is when the person is believed to be possessed by an evil spirit or devil that manifests 

itself as a form of illness 

Benevolent possession 

 Occurs where someone is inhabited by benevolent spirits who speak and act through 

his or her body 

 Mediumship describes a person under the control of a spirit which communicates with 

other people through the possessed person (the medium sometimes speaks in an 

unusual manner, or with an unusual accent) 

 In the case of shamanism the possessed person is believed to command and control 

the spirit by which he/she is possessed 

 Possession is also a way of ascertaining the will of the supernatural beings that control 
the universe 

 

Experience as revelation 

 Belief in the existence of supernatural beings and powers is frequently accompanied by 

belief in their ability to influence the lives of the living 

This is why prosperity and misfortune are often interpreted as: 

 Having a supernatural origin 
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 Indications of the benevolence, displeasure or satisfaction of supernatural 

beings 

 Indicating a person‟s moral failure, shortcomings or, alternatively, his/her 

goodness 

 The result of a person‟s ability to manipulate supernatural powers 

 Misfortune, for instance, may be interpreted as punishment for wrongdoing or the work 

of malevolent supernatural beings 

 It may be seen as a form of trial and testing 

 Good fortune may be seen as an indication of a supernatural being‟s benevolence or 

satisfaction (e.g. winning the Lotto) 

Divination 

 Divination is a method of consulting the supernatural in order to obtain information that 

is only available to supernatural beings. 

 Divination does not take place during an altered state of consciousness, but instead is a 

procedure 

Herskovits divides divining methods into two broad categories, namely: 

 Divining that is performed by means of devices believed to be independent of the 

diviner 

 Those methods in which contact is made with a spirit in order to obtain information 

 there is no particular deity or spirit that is consulted 

 They rely for their information on the means them-selves, or on someone having the 

knowledge to interpret such means. 

Six methods of divination among the Pedi (Northern Sotho-speakers): 

 Bone throwing 

 The use of a doll 

 The use of a set of four calabashes 

 Examining the entrails of a goat 

 The use of a single calabash 

 direct consultation of ancestor spirits 

RELIGIOUS COMMUNICATION: RITUAL 

Ceremony 

Is an action or a series of actions performed with dignity and solemnity i.e. in a serious and 

formal way, (e.g. the opening of parliament), contracting a civil marriage, and so forth. 
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A ritual 

 Is a ceremony that is directly related to belief in the supernatural. Within the Christian 

context, for example, acts such as baptism, and communion can be defined as rituals. 

 Rituals may be analysed and classified according to their form, meaning, and socio-

cultural function 

The form of rituals 

 Ritual may be either a very complex activity involving large numbers of people, or it may 

be a simple act performed by a single individual 

 A ritual may involve a combination of actions, words and objects performed by a group 

of persons at a specific place on a specific occasion 

 In a study of ritual it is necessary to give attention to all these features, namely actions, 

words, objects, the persons participating, the place of the ritual and the occasion. 

Actions 

 Approved ritual acts are acts that are sanctioned within the context of the community 

and socio-cultural system in which they are carried out 

 Acts are recognised as achieving purposes that are considered legitimate by the 

community 

 Ritual acts that meet with the community‟s disapproval are those directed to harming or 

even killing other people (or causing damage to property) 

 Witchcraft and sorcery fall into this category (although these forms of ritual act are not 

always condemned). 

 acts that frequently form part of rituals (e.g. walking in a procession, kneeling, going on 

a journey, fasting, abstinence from sexual intercourse etc) 

Purification 

 Acts of purification often form part of rituals, and may be the main ritual act itself. 

 Purification consists of cleansing of the body of dirt or removing some form of ritual 

impurity from the person or community 

 Also consists of the removal of ill-feeling and the solving of disputes between 

participants in a ritual. 

 On an individual level, confession is a common act of purification 

Confession 

 Is the “discharge of guilt by admitting wrongs and errors, and thus cleansing the soul or 

the community of guilt”. 
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 In Christianity, it is considered essential to confess one‟s sins in prayer or before a 

priest before partaking of communion. 

Sacrifice 

Some anthropologists distinguish between offering and sacrifice 

Offering 

 Is described as the ritual giving of food or objects to a supernatural being or power, 

while sacrifice is said to refer specifically to the ritual killing of an animal or a person on 

behalf of such a supernatural being. 

Sacrifice 

 Refer to gifts and to the ritual killing of an animal 

 sacrifice is performed by the living to establish communion with the ancestral spirits 
Objects sacrificed cover a wide spectrum 

 Including animals, agricultural products, flowers, food, drink, and cultural objects 
 

Words 

 Although some rituals are performed in silence, rituals are usually characterised by 

specific formulae, speeches or songs 

 Baptism is the trinitarian formula (in which reference is made to the three persons, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit in one Godhead). 

 Prayers directed at supernatural beings and words of dedication also belong in the 

category of “ritual”. 

Objects 

 Objects and substances used in rituals may be similar to those used in everyday 

activities these objects and substances are first dedicated to a supernatural being 

 

Examples 

 

 In traditional communities in South Africa, examples of such objects and substances 

are food, traditionally brewed beer, snuff, condiments, incense, agricultural products, fl 

owers and 

other natural objects 
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Persons 

Participants in rituals 

 Communal rituals- Rituals in which a whole society or community is involved (e.g. 

rituals performed for chiefdoms or nations). 

 descent groups such as clans or lineages may be involved in rituals performed on 

behalf of the group as a whole, in which case we refer to them as kinship rituals 

 The groups participating in rituals may be constituted on a voluntary basis (e.g. a 

church) 

 Rituals may also be performed by a single individual 

Leaders in rituals (practitioners) 

 Persons acting as leaders in the performance of rituals usually do so as intermediaries 

between a group of people and a supernatural being or power 

Priest 

 A priest is the person who acts as ritual leader with the purpose of establishing and 

maintaining 

 communication between a group of people and the supernatural 

 emphasis in his work is upon representing people with a supernatural being, although 

he may also speak and act on behalf of such a being 

 The priest represents this group of people before a supernatural being, and may also 

speak and act on behalf of such a being 

There are two kinds of priests: 

Firstly, 

 There is the priest whose position is hereditary within a descent group 

 He may be the head of a family, lineage or clan 

 He acts as mediator between the group and the supernatural 

 The position is based on genealogical rank and leadership and is therefore usually not 

confined to ritual duties 

 He acts as a priest only when the need arises, and his function is therefore not a highly 

specialised one 

Secondly 

 More specialised kind of priest 

 Position depends on a period of formal training 
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 Person‟s function is purely a religious one 

 He (or she) very often receives intensive training for this work, and his offi ce is based 

on this training (rather than some charismatic experience) 

 

Prophet, diviner, traditional healer and shaman 

Prophet 

 Represents the supernatural in the sense that he speaks on its behalf, often revealing 

the future, but also announcing the will of the supernatural being 

 The prophet speaks because he or she is commanded by the supernatural to do so. 

 

Diviner 

 Provides knowledge of the supernatural, but at the request of the people, but at the 

request of the people 

 The diviner uses standardised procedures to interpret evidence found in various signs 

 He informs people of the necessity of a particular ritual, and the procedures to be 

followed 

 May also participate in the ritual itself, but does not usually take the lead 

 

Traditional healer 

 A traditional healer specialises in healing and, sometimes, the overcoming of other 

forms of misfortune 

 May include securing financial success and protecting people from evil forces 

A herbalist 

 Is a particular type of a traditional healer who has specialised knowledge of the curative 

properties of plants and roots 

 Traditional healers may well have empirical knowledge of the medicinal properties of 

plants, but the effect of their remedies is also often ascribed to the workings of 

supernatural forces 

 

Shaman 

 The term “shaman” originally referred to a Siberian traditional healer 
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 Currently used to refer to someone who is both a traditional healer and a diviner 

 

Place 

 The place where a ritual is performed is often of specific importance, since the 

effectiveness of a ritual may be considered to depend upon it being carried out in the 

correct place 

 Rituals may be performed in church buildings, temples, at the graves of the ancestors, 

sacred natural places such as rivers and mountains, or in or near the homestead, for 

example in a cattle kraal 

Occasion 

 The time when a ritual is performed may be linked to specific events such as a 

misfortune or 

 crisis 

 A ritual may be performed at a certain time of the natural cycle (e.g. during certain 

agricultural seasons) 

 Certain rituals are performed during stages in the life cycle – after birth, at puberty, 

marriage, and at death 

Occasional rituals 

 Rituals not performed on a regular basis 

Cyclical rituals 

 Rituals performed at particular stages of a natural cycle 

The meaning of rituals 

 The most important distinguishing feature of rituals is the presence of a symbolic 

element (because, a ritual, to be a ritual, must convey meaning). 

 objects used in ritual may be chosen because of their inherent quality 

 Water may be used in ritual because of its coolness and purifying quality 

 The colours red, white and black often have magico-religious significance when they 

are used in rituals 

 

 

 

 Sacrifice may have various meanings 
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 A sacrifice is often made with the intention that the supernatural being will respond 

 Relationships between the living and the supernatural are often based on reciprocity 

and exchange 

 There is mutual dependence between humans and the supernatural 

 Presenting a gift to a spirit is often done symbolically (e.g. by killing or destroying it by 

burning it or scattering it on water) 

 The gift that is offered up in sacrifice is often identified with the person who offers up 

the sacrifice so that, symbolically, he or she is actually offering up part of himself (or 

herself) 

 The meaning of a ritual is also closely connected with its intended effect or purpose 

RELIGION TODAY? 

 Globalisation, rapid socio-cultural change and the growth of scientific knowledge 

throughout 

 the world led some scholars, in the past, to suggest that the practice of all forms of 

religion would decline and, in fact, die out 

 However, not only did religion not quietly fade away, but it thrived and multiplied, 

producing more religions and religious movements  

Indigenous African churches 

Among the fastest-growing religious communities in the world are the indigenous churches of 
Africa 

Fundamentalist religions 

 Antimodernism has been described as the rejection of the modern in favour of what is 

perceived as an earlier, purer, and better way of life 

 This viewpoint grew out of disillusionment with Europe‟s Industrial Revolution and 

subsequent developments in science, technology, and consumption patterns 

 Antimodernists typically consider technology‟s use today to be misguided, or think 

technology should have a lower priority than religious and cultural values 

 Religious fundamentalism is regarded as a contemporary form of antimodernism 

 religious fundamentalism derives its name (and much of its energy) from the notion 

 of “fundamentals”, those things – beliefs, behaviours, organisational structures and 

moral 

 considerations – that are felt by members of a group to be most essential and central, 

the oldest deepest, and truest aspects of the human person 
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 Fundamentalists ascertain an identity separate from the larger religious group from 

which they arose 

 Fundamentalist religious are on the rise and more often than not they have a strong 

antiscience position 

 

Examples  

include Islamic fundamentalism in countries such as Afghanistan, Algeria, and Iran; Jewish 

fundamentalism in Israel and the United States; and Hindu fundamentalism in India 

 

 Christian fundamentalism is represented in the dramatic growth of evangelical 

denominations in the United States, Central America, and sub-Saharan Africa (where it 

often takes the form of Indigenous African Churches 

 In Christianity, fundamentalists are “born again”, as opposed to “mainline”, “liberal”, or 

“modernist” Protestants 

 

Example 

In Islam they are jama’at (in Arabic, enclaves based on close fellowship) engaged 

in jihad (struggle) against “western culture” hostile to Islam and the God-given (shariah) way of 

life. In Judaism they are Haredi, “Torah-true” Jews. All such groups see a sharp divide between 

themselves and other religions, and between a “sacred” view of life and the “secular” world 
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