Handout 8

Anthropological Knowledge Two: Harris

1.  Culture -- cultural systems -- are the essential mechanism of human adaptability (both physically and psychically).  
2.  Moreover, as I argued in my criticism of unilinear evolution, cultures have evolved in a whole variety of ways -- there are many paths of cultural evolution, perhaps as many as there are cultures;  recall that contemporary anthropologists deal with histories. And, one of the ways particular cultures have evolved is to become fitted in with -- adapted to -- particular environments.   Thus, culture is a mode of adaptation:  Environments differ and thus cultures become adapted to particular environments.  

3. There is nothing controversial about any of this to a contemporary anthropologist. The disputes come in concerning the degree to which the environment determines culture:  whether all, most, or only some aspects of a culture are shaped primarily by the environment.  What is the degree of fit?  To what extent can a culture be explained in terms of its adaptations to any particular environment?  

4. Harris is a thorough-going cultural materialist which means that he believes, in effect, that similar technologies applied to similar environments tend to produce similar arrangements of labor in production and distribution and that these in turn call forth similar kinds of social groupings which coordinate their activities by similar systems of beliefs and valued.  Some have called this the layer-cake model of sociocultural systems.
5. FORMS OF SOCIAL ORGANIZATION (CULTURAL MODES OF ORGANIZING SOCIAL GROUPS:  See diagram distributed in class.

6. Another way of putting Harris' ideas -- a more general way -- a way which summarizes the theory behind cultural materialism is to say:  The customs of mankind come and go according to their profitability.  The evolutionary fate of cultural forms is determined by the degree that they contribute to people's well-being.  Customs rise or fall according to the number of material benefits they provide.  Every society is engaged in the production of these customs that will make effective use of the available resources.  And all sorts of institutions, from cannibalism through capitalism, may be explained by a kind of ecological cost-accounting:  institutions come and go by virtue of the practical benefits they deliver relative to their material costs.  

7.  Abominable pig.

8. Sacred cow.

