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which they live, and psychology seeks to 
understand the motivations behind the 
decisions they make.14 The writings of 
Charles Darwin and his theory of evolu-
tion in the 1860s played heavily in early 
conceptualizations of these fields.15 The 
notions of evolution and survival of the 
fittest were groundbreaking ways to con-
sider the plight of humankind.

In the 1940s and 1950s, some sociolo-
gists attempted to turn anthropological 
understanding of cultural differences into 
broad scientific theories of human behav-
ior. Anthropologists, however, believe 
that culture is learned behavior and as 
such needs to be studied in context. In 
response, they support the use of ethnog-
raphy, the observation and description of 
people in their environment through in-
depth analysis and interaction, focusing 
on tribal units, their linguistic patterns, 
and their cultural practices in remote 
areas to understand pure cultures.

What these anthropologists want to cap-
ture is a better understanding of cultural 
learning, recognizing that it occurs in a 
number of different ways. Most commonly 
a group’s beliefs and shared practices are 
passed down from one generation to 
another. A person’s rites of passage within a 

group mark successful transitions in this learning process, known as encultura-
tion.16 These practices, such as rituals surrounding the transition from childhood 
to adulthood and the acceptance of polygamy as way of life, may be unique to 
cultural groups and not generally accepted outside of them. The idea that cultural 
meaning is relative to the environment in which it exists is called cultural relativ-
ism. The notion here is that culture is situational and should be respected as such.

Writing in the early twentieth century, US anthropologist Margaret Mead 
believed a better understanding of others could come from openness to examin-
ing their cultural differences without intellectual bias. In her observations about 
the tribal people of three islands in the western Pacific, she wrote the following:

If we are to achieve a richer culture, rich in contrasting values, we must recog-
nize the whole gamut of human potentialities, and so weave a less arbitrary 
social fabric, one in which each diverse human gift will find a fitting place.17

In short, the Communists everywhere 
support every revolutionary movement 
against the existing social and political 

order of things.
In all these movements, they bring to the 
front, as the leading question in each, the 

property question, no matter what its 
degree of development at the time.

Finally, they labor everywhere for the 
union and agreement of the democratic 

parties of all countries.
The Communists disdain to conceal 
their views and aims. They openly 

declare that their ends can be attained 
only by the forcible overthrow of all 

existing social conditions. Let the ruling 
classes tremble at a communist 

revolution. The proletarians have nothing 
to lose but their chains. They have a 

world to win.
Proletarians of all countries, unite!13
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ethnography
the observation and 
description of people in their 
environment through in-depth 
analysis and interaction
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learns its culture
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terms of the environment in 
which it exists


