Social Experiences and the Concepts of Culture: Basic Perspectives in Sociology and Transcultural Nursing

 Culture

The word culture has many different meanings.  For some it refers to an appreciation of good literature, music, art, and food.  For a biologist, it is likely to be a colony of bacteria or other microorganisms growing in a nutrient medium in a laboratory Petri dish.  However, for anthropologists and other behavioral scientists, culture is the full range of learned human behavior patterns.  The term was first used in this way by the pioneer English Anthropologist Edward B. Tylor in his book, Primitive Culture, published in 1871.  Tylor said that culture is "that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society."  Of course, it is not limited to men.  Women possess and create it as well.  Since Tylor's time, the concept of culture has become the central focus of anthropology. ( O’ Neil,2007)

Culture is a powerful human tool for survival, but it is a fragile phenomenon.  It is constantly changing and easily lost because it exists only in our minds.  Our written languages, governments, buildings, and other man-made things are merely the products of culture.  They are not culture in themselves.  For this reason, archaeologists can not dig up culture directly in their excavations.  The broken pots and other artifacts of ancient people that they uncover are only material remains that reflect cultural patterns--they are things that were made and used through cultural knowledge and skills. ( O’Neil,2007)
· CULTURE: sets of traditions, rules, symbols that shape and are enacted as feelings, thoughts, and behaviors of groups of people. Referring primarily to learned behavior as distinct from that which is given by nature, or biology, culture has been used to designate everything that is humanly produced (habits, beliefs, arts, and artifacts) and passed from one generation to another. In this formulation, culture is distinguished from nature, and distinguishes one society from another. ( ocw.mit.edu))
Elements of Culture


The Various elements of culture are interrelated and unified in order for all its aspects to functions effectively. The elements of culture are values, beliefs, norms, language, Folkways, mores, laws, material culture and technology.

1. Values

A basic set of values make up the essential part of a culture, providing directions on what is good or bad and right and wrong. Different cultures have diverse values so what are approved in one society may be disapproved in another.

2. Beliefs

People of modern age technology still consider, consist and depend upon a body of beliefs for courses of action. Society’s beliefs, which are composed of fables, superstitions, proverbs, myths, folklore, theology, philosophy, art and science, are influenced by the members’ attitudes, emotions and values. 

3. Norms

Norms are unquestionable standards of what society consider as good and proper for social behavior.

Etiquette, speech, facial expression and mannerisms are part of society’s norms. Individuals subscribing to norms win the administration and respect of society while those who do not subscribe are met with disapproval.

There are two types of norms. They are either prescriptive or proscriptive.

a. Prescriptive norms

Are those which are right, legal, ethical, good, proper, moral and appropriate.

b. Proscriptive norms

Are those which are unethical, wrong, bad, immoral, illegal, inappropriate and improper.

4. Language

Human beings use language and, therefore, possess culture. Human language is unique as it is complex and in written from. It is the central feature of all human cultures.

According to Sapir (1961), language is a purely human and non instinctive method of communicating ideas, emotions and drives by means of voluntarily produced symbols (Panopio & Rolda, 2000). A symbol is something or anything that represent something else. Numbers, words, marks, colors, emblems and designs are considered symbols. 

5. Folkways

Folkways are customs, habits and repetitive patterns of expected behavior. Courtship and dating folkways are still being practiced in Philippine rural areas today.

6. Mores

Mores carry moral or ethical values and are the results of long-established customs. Example of mores are earpiercing and circumcision.

A large part of mores consists of taboos are forbidden or prohibited acts. Examples of taboos are incest, child abuse and prostitution. Ostracism is the punishment for violating mores.

7. Laws

Laws are formulated norms sanctioned by the state. The most common example of a law is the constitution. 

8. Material Culture

Material culture refers to the physical objects made by men. In primitive societies, an example of material culture is the bow and arrow. The cellular phone is the material culture of today’s modern technological society. 

9. Technology

Technology refers to the techniques and knowledge in utilizing raw materials to produce food, tools, clothing, shelter, means of transpotation and weapon (Panopio & Rolda, 2001).

SENSES OF CULTURE


According to Bernard and Spencer (1996), there are at least two senses of culture.

1. Humanistic Sense

The Humanistic sense of culture is singular and evaluative. Culture is what a person one ought to acquire in order to become a fully worthwhile moral agent. Some people have more culture than others, hence, they are “more cultured”. Some human products – than visual arts, music and literature – are more cultural than others.

2. Anthropological Sense

The anthropological sense of culture is plural and relativistic. The world is divided into different cultures, each worthwhile in its own way. Any particular culture in which he/she has lived. Differences between human beings are to be explained but not judged by differences in their cultures rather than by their race.

CHARACTERISTICS OF CULTURE

1. Culture is shared.

Social interaction is made meaningful by the shared beliefs, values and expectation of people. Philippine culture encourages love for God and country, respect for law and authority and family solidarity.

2. Culture is a group product.

Culture is the result of group’s habits and experiences, passed on to succeeding generation for posterity.

3. Culture is learned.

Man acquires culture through learning via language and writing, enabling them to pass this to succeeding generation.

4. Culture is transmitted from generation to generation.

Man improves on what his preceding generation has accomplished. Culture may be transmitted by formal communication. Mass communication, suggestion and by a system of rewards and punishments.

5. Culture is patterned and integrated.

A unified or integrated culture is one where there is conformity between ideal norms and actual behavior. The members’ biological, psychological and social needs are met.

6. Culture is adaptive and maladaptive.

Culture is adaptive when used by man to make the environment viable for a stable economy. In contrast, culture is maladaptive when scare resources are destroyed or depleted. 

7. Culture is compulsory.

Culture restrains man from violating existing rules and regulations of society. Members of a group have to follow the group’s culture if they wish to be in harmony with one another. 

8. Culture is cumulative.

Each culture stores pertinent knowledge and passes new knowledge to the succeeding generations while information which no longer useful is slowly cast off.

9. Culture is dynamic.

Culture Is continually changing (Salcedo, et. Al., 2002). A group’s culture is never in a permanent state. Today’s practices may no longer be applicable in the future.

10. Culture is diverse.

Each culture is different. Individuals must be cautions to avoid assuming that their way of doing things is the only right or practical way. 

DEVELOPMENT OF CULTURE


Tracing the development of culture is an arduous task. Dramatic cultural advances were made by men in history.


The processes of innovation and diffusion change and expand the culture of every generation.

Innovation 

Innovation is the introduction of a new or novel ideal or object to a culture. Discovery and invention are two forms of innovation.

1. A discovery is a disclosure of an aspect of reality. The uncovering of the DNA molecule is a discovery.

2. An invention occurs when items originate after studies and experimentation is made. The television is an example of an invention.

Diffusion 

Sociologists use the term diffusion to refer to the process by which a cultural item is spread from group to group or society to society (Schaeffer & Lamm, 1997). Diffusion occurs through military conquest, exploration, influence of the mass media, missionary work and tourism.

Culture changed slowly through discovery early in human history. Increase in discoveries in a culture made inventions possible. As different cultures relate to each other, they use and take advantage of one another’s inventions.

Diffusion may be long-distance. Smoking tobacco which originated in Indian tribes over the years was diffused from one tribe to another. This traveled through Central and North America via diffusion.

Diffusion also occurs within societies. Example is the audition of “rap” (a form of singing) from the ghettos of the African American in the US to the birth or rap artists such as Eminem and Ja Rule.

Each culture is elective in absorbing innovations from other cultures. Innovations must comfort with a culture’s values and beliefs. 

William Ogburn, a sociologist, introduced the term culture lag to refer to the period of maladjusting during which the nonmaterial culture is still adapting to new material conditions (Schaeffer & Lamm, 1997). He particularly distinguished between material culture and nonmaterial culture. 

Material culture refers to the physical or technology aspects of our daily lives, including food items, factories and raw materials.

Nonmaterial culture refers to ways of using material objects to customs, beliefs, philosophies, governments and patterns of communication (Schaeffer & Lamm, 1997).

Material culture is easily diffused than nonmaterial culture. Technological innovations are easier to absorb than new ideologies.

COMPONENTS OF CULTURE


For John H. Bodley, (194) culture involves at least three components:(1) what people think, (2) what people do, and (3) material things people produce. Thus, mental and cognitive processes, the practice of everyday life and the house we build are parts of culture.

The three components of culture are manifested in the eight realms/dimension of culture as categorized by Bodley:

1. Culture is topical.


Culture is topical since any topic or subject related to man’s existence could be included as a part and important aspects of cultural phenomena. Topics like religion, economy and institutions are cultural entities considered as objects or subject matter of cultural studies and analysis. These topics are components or manifestations of how complex and varied the world of culture is.

2. Culture is historical.


According to John H. Bodley, the cross-generation aspects of culture has led some anthropologies, especially Kroeber (1917) and Leslie White (1949), to treat culture as a super organic entity existing beyond its individual human carriers. Individuals are born into and are shaped by a preexisting culture that continues to exist after they die. Although Bodley believed in the historicity of culture as a tradition passed on from one generation to the next, he does not accept such an extreme super organic interpretation of culture. Even if culture transcends man, Bodley insist that culture includes human beings that were endowed with abilities to create and change culture in the same way that culture influences a human being’s way of life.

3. Culture is behavioral.


Culture is behavioral because it is about an individual’s way. Of doing things. A human being’s responses to life’s daily challenges have eventually shaped how he/she deals with things appropriately. Although we cannot discount the important contribution of physiological characteristics (genetic codes) in determining our behavior patterns, there are human choices that are shaped and learned in the course of our unwavering commitment and immersion to a given society. Culture, therefore, is a body of learned behavior as we come to socialize and form habits of actions reflecting the ethos of the particular community we happen to live in.

4. Culture is normative.


Culture is normative in a sense that it provides a set of rules to follow to enable people to live a more desirable and moral life. Laws enacted to maintain social order are examples of societal norms every citizen is obliged to obey an any violations committed have appropriate penalties. There are also universal procedures acceptable to all people which bring about justification for moral claims. Always in whatever form, the end of culture as a norm the possibility of a good life in society.

5. Culture is functional.


Culture is functional sharing the belief that if an individual is a “man of culture”, his/her present condition. In other words, culture is something a person can depend on to provide possible solutions to his/her current problems of social adjustments and deviations. Culture is not something a human being should idolize but instead, one that he/she can utilize to his/her advantages.

6. Culture is mental. 


If a human being is a “cultured being”, it will manifest in the manner and ways by which he/she thinks. The formulated ideas, constructed concepts or the particular framework of mind of an individual are indicators of how learned a man is. If a person talks with sense emanating from his/her particular mental paradigm, culture will somehow play a great role in the formation and education of his/her mind. An individual is necessarily a product of a continuing, interacting conceptual framework of the intellectual community. 

7. Culture is structural. 


Culture is structural for the reason that culture is an objective reality and not just an abstract entity. It follows that culture is an existing object that can serve as a reference point for the organization and interrelatedness of societal elements. Culture is like a bridge that anyone can cross over for a specific purpose or destination. Culture is a necessary structure in understanding convergences of events, ideas, institutions, lifestyles and economy to better appreciate one’s positions and conditions in life.

8. Culture is symbolic.


Members of a human community must agree on how a word, behavior or other symbols relate with each other and provide agreed or assigned meaning to it. Since culture consists of systems of meaning, it must also include a consensual agreement and a process of consensus. Whatever is accepted and agreed upon by members of society becomes a symbol of cooperation and unity.

Dimensions of Culture

        The components of culture discussed above are manifested in the eight realms/dimensions of culture as categorized by John H. Bodley (Omas-as,et.al, 2003:47-50) 

a. Culture is topical. Culture consists of everything on a list of topics or categories, such as social organizations, religion or economy. 

b. Culture is historical. Culture is social heritage or tradition that is passed on to future generations. 

c. Culture is behavioral. Culture is shared, learned human behavior, a way of life. 

d. Culture is normative. Culture is ideals, values or rules of living. 

e. Culture is functional. Culture is the way human beings solve problems of adapting to the environment or living together. 

 f. Culture is mental. Culture is a complex use of ideas or learned habits that inhibit impulses and distinguishes people from animals. 

g.  Culture is structural.  Culture consists of patterned and interrelated ideas, symbols or behaviors. 

h. Culture is symbolic. Culture is based on arbitrarily assigned meanings that are shared by a society. 

Functions of Culture 


No Society can exist without culture which develops as an answer to the multifarious problems of the individual and group living. These problems center around meeting the survival of each member of the group. Through culture, every person is provided with established and time-tested ways by which these needs can be met like various means of livelihood, medicative practices. In curing disease, making tools and implements for personal and home use, defense strategies against enemies, and even the process of reproduction. Hence, all human activities could survive only in the presence of culture. ( Garcia ,1984)

1. Culture provides behavioral patterns. 

2.Culture maintains the biologic functioning of the group.

3. Culture gives meaning and direction to one’s existence.

4.Culture develops man’s attitudes and gives him a conscience. 

Categories of Culture ( Bodley ,2006)

Anthropologists have described a number of different categories of culture. For example, a simple distinction can be made between cultural objects, such as types of clothing, and cultural beliefs, such as forms of religion. Many early anthropological definitions of culture are essentially descriptions of categories of culture or cultural items.

British anthropologist Edward B. Tylor gave one of the first complete definitions of culture in his book Primitive Culture (1871). His definition stated that culture includes socially acquired knowledge, beliefs, art, law, morals, customs, and habits. In 1930 American anthropologist George P. Murdock went much further, listing 637 major subdivisions of culture. Murdock developed an elaborate coding system, known as the Human Relation Area Files. He used this system to identify and sort hundreds of distinctive cultural variations that could be used to compare different cultures.

Later anthropologists came up with simpler categorizations of culture. A common practice is to divide all of culture into three broad categories: material, social, and ideological. A fourth category, the arts, has characteristics of both material and ideological culture.

Material culture includes products of human manufacture, such as technology. Social culture pertains to people’s forms of social organization—how people interact and organize themselves in groups. Ideological culture relates to what people think, value, believe, and hold as ideals. The arts include such activities and areas of interest as music, sculpture, painting, pottery, theater, cooking, writing, and fashion. Anthropologists often study how these categories of culture differ across different types of societies that vary in scale (size and complexity).

Anthropologists have identified several distinct types of societies by scale. The smallest societies are known as bands. Bands consist of nomadic (not settled) groups of fewer than a hundred, mostly related people. A tribe, the next largest type of society, generally consists of a few hundred people living in settled villages. A larger form of society, called a chiefdom, binds together two or more villages or tribes under a leader who is born into the position of rule. The largest societies, known as civilizations, contain from several thousand to millions of mostly unrelated people, many of whom live in large cities. Some anthropologists characterize the world today as a single global-scale culture, in which people are linked together by industrial technology and markets of commercial exchange.

3 Broad Categories of  Culture

1. Material Culture- Material culture includes products of human manufacture, such as technology. All societies produce and exchange material goods so that people can feed, clothe, shelter, and otherwise provide for themselves. This system is commonly known as an economy. Anthropologists look at several aspects of people’s material culture. These aspects include (1) the methods by which people obtain or produce food, known as a pattern of subsistence; (2) the ways in which people exchange goods and services; (3) the kinds of technologies and other objects people make and use; and (4) the effects of people’s economy on the natural environment 

a) Patterns of Subsistence -People in band societies live as hunter-gatherers (also known as foragers), collecting plants and taking animals from their environment. People living in tribes or chiefdoms commonly practice horticulture (gardening) or pastoralism (animal herding). Many horticultural societies practice what is known as swidden or the slash-and-burn method of gardening. This involves cutting down a patch of forest, burning the plant matter to release nutrients into the soil, and planting gardens.

b) Form of Exchange -People in small societies commonly exchange goods with each other and with people in other small societies through systems of barter, ceremonies, and gifts. Contemporary industrial societies have organized markets for land, labor, and money, and virtually everything is a commodity. People buy and sell goods and services using money. This form of economy, known as capitalism, disconnects the value of goods and services from the goods and services themselves and the people who produce or provide them. Thus, the exchange of goods and services for currency is not particularly important for creating social bonds. In industrialized and commerce-based societies, people also exchange securities (such as the stocks of corporations), which have value based on their representation of ownership, and derivatives, whose value is based on that of underlying securities.

c) Technology and Manufacture-Much of the material culture in these societies consists of mass-produced goods created through industrial production. A great deal of food and clothing are produced in this way. The variety of common household technologies includes televisions, stereos, microwave ovens, and computers. Many people work in giant skyscrapers built from metal girders and beams, concrete, and high-strength glass. People and goods can travel great distances by automobile, train, plane, and ship. Other significant technologies include artificial satellites, enormously potent and complex weaponry systems, and reactors for producing nuclear energy.

d) Effects on the Environment- Hunting and gathering, horticultural, and pastoral ways of life generally make small demands on the natural environment, because people tend to gather or grow only enough food and other materials for their basic needs. These nomadic or seminomadic societies can also move away from depleted areas, allowing plants to regrow and animals to repopulate. Industrial societies put even larger demands on the environment, and they may someday exhaust important supplies of natural resources. The mass production of goods is often wasteful and polluting. Thus, large societies must also put great effort into disposing of their wastes and developing new sources of energy and material resources.

2. Social culture pertains to people’s forms of social organization—how people interact and organize themselves in groups. People in all types of societies organize themselves in relation to each other for work and other duties, and to structure their interactions. People commonly organize themselves according to (1) bonds by kinship and marriage, (2) work duties and economic position, and (3) political position. Important factors in family, work, and political relations include age and gender (behaviors and roles associated with men and women).

a. Kinship and Family -  In smaller societies people organize themselves primarily according to ties of kinship (blood relation) and marriage. Kin generally give each other preferential treatment over nonkin. People who share ties by blood and marriage commonly live together in families.

b. Work Life - Anthropologists call the smallest unit of economic production in any society a household. A household consists of a group of people, usually a family, who work collectively to support each other and often to raise children.

c. Leadership and Political Power -A state may claim ownership of all its territory and resources and may wage wars against other nations. Important families may rule states for several generations, though this happened more commonly in the past. But all states have distinct social and economic classes, and higher classes have greater political influence or power than do lower classes.

3. Ideological Culture-Ideological culture relates to what people think, value, believe, and hold as ideals. The arts include such activities and areas of interest as music, sculpture, painting, pottery, theater, cooking, writing, and fashion.

In every society, culturally unique ways of thinking about the world unite people in their behavior. Anthropologists often refer to the body of ideas that people share as ideology. Ideology can be broken down into at least three specific categories: beliefs, values, and ideals. People’s beliefs give them an understanding of how the world works and how they should respond to the actions of others and their environments. Particular beliefs often tie in closely with the daily concerns of domestic life, such as making a living, health and sickness, happiness and sadness, interpersonal relationships, and death. People’s values tell them the differences between right and wrong or good and bad.       

Ideals serve as models for what people hope to achieve in life. Many people rely on religion, systems of belief in the supernatural (things beyond the natural world), to shape their values and ideals and to influence their behavior. Beliefs, values, and ideals also come from observations of the natural world, a practice anthropologists commonly refer to as secularism.

1. Religion allows people to know about and communicate with supernatural beings—such as animal spirits, gods, and spirits of the dead. Religion often serves to help people cope with the death of relatives and friends, and it figures prominently in most funeral ceremonies .

2. Secularism - Many people have come to believe in the fundamental nature of human rights and free will. These beliefs grew out of people’s faith in their ability to control the natural world—a faith promoted by science and rationalism. Religious beliefs continue to change to affirm or accommodate these other dominant beliefs, but sometimes the two are at odds with each other. For instance, many religious people have difficulty reconciling their belief in a supreme spiritual force with the theory of natural evolution, which requires no belief in the supernatural.

A common practice is to divide all of culture into three broad categories: material, social, and ideological. A fourth category, the arts, has characteristics of both material and ideological culture.

Art is a distinctly human production, and many people consider it the ultimate form of culture because it can have the quality of pure expression, entirely separate from basic human needs. But some anthropologists actually regard artistic expression as a basic human need, as basic as food and water. Some art takes the form of material production, and many utilitarian items have artistic qualities. Other forms of art, such as music or acting, reside in the mind and body and take expression as performance. The material arts include painting, pottery, sculpture, textiles and clothing, and cookery. Nonmaterial arts include music, dance, drama and dramatic arts, storytelling, and written narratives.

Layers of Culture ( O’Neil,2007)
 
There are very likely three layers or levels of culture that are part of your learned behavior patterns and perceptions.  Most obviously is the body of cultural traditions that distinguish your specific society.  When people speak of Italian, Samoan, or Japanese culture, they are referring to the shared language, traditions, and beliefs that set each of these peoples apart from others.  In most cases, those who share your culture do so because they acquired it as they were raised by parents and other family members who have it.

The second layer of culture that may be part of your identity is a subculture.  In complex, diverse societies in which people have come from many different parts of the world, they often retain much of their original cultural traditions.  As a result, they are likely to be part of an identifiable subculture in their new society.  The shared cultural traits of subcultures set them apart from the rest of their society.  Examples of easily identifiable subcultures in the United States include ethnic groups such as Vietnamese Americans, African Americans, and Mexican Americans.  Members of each of these subcultures share a common identity, food tradition, dialect or language, and other cultural traits that come from their common ancestral background and experience.  As the cultural differences between members of a subculture and the dominant national culture blur and eventually disappear, the subculture ceases to exist except as a group of people who claim a common ancestry.  That is generally the case with German Americans and Irish Americans in the United States today.  Most of them identify themselves as Americans first.  They also see themselves as being part of the cultural mainstream of the nation.


The third layer of culture consists of cultural universals.  These are learned behavior patterns that are shared by all of humanity collectively.  No matter where people live in the world, they share these universal traits.  Examples of such "human cultural" traits include:
	 1.   
	communicating with a verbal language consisting of a limited set of sounds and grammatical rules for constructing sentences

	 2.
	using age and gender to classify people (e.g., teenager, senior citizen, woman, man)

	 3.
	classifying people based on marriage and descent relationships and having kinship terms to refer to
them (e.g., wife, mother, uncle, cousin)

	 4.
	raising children in some sort of family setting

	 5.
	having a sexual division of labor (e.g., men's work versus women's work)

	 6.
	having a concept of privacy

	 7.
	having rules to regulate sexual behavior

	 8.
	distinguishing between good and bad behavior

	 9.
	having some sort of body ornamentation

	10.
	making jokes and playing games

	11.
	having art

	12.
	having some sort of leadership roles for the implementation of community decisions





While all cultures have these and possibly many other universal traits, different cultures have developed their own specific ways of carrying out or expressing them.  For instance, people in deaf subcultures frequently use their hands to communicate with sign language instead of verbal language.  However, sign languages have grammatical rules just as verbal ones do.
Methods for Learning About Culture ( O’Neil,2007)

Anthropologists learn about the culture of another society through fieldwork and first hand observation in that society.  This kind of research is called ethnography.  Since culture primarily relates to the way people interact with each other, it is not possible to adequately observe it in a laboratory setting.  Imagine how much more would be learned about the actual patterns of interaction of a typical American family by living in their home rather than asking one of the family members in a college or university office.


Cultural anthropologists also do systematic comparisons of similar cultures.  This is called ethnology.  An example of an ethnological study would be a comparison of what cultures are like in societies that have economies based on hunting and gathering rather than agriculture.  The data for this sort of ethnology would come from the existing ethnographies about these peoples.  In other words, an ethnology is essentially a synthesis of the work of many ethnographers.

Participant Observation
	

	
	

	
	



Anthropologists have discovered that the best way to really get to know another society and its culture is to live in it as an active participant rather than simply an observer.  This is called participant observation.  By physically and emotionally participating in the social interaction of the host society, it is possible to become accepted as a member.  In practice this requires learning their language and establishing close friendship ties.  It also usually involves living within the community as a member, eating what they eat, and taking part in normal family activities with them.  This can be a physical hardship and emotionally stressful, particularly when the host society is in a rural area of an underdeveloped nation.  Sanitation may be poor or non-existent, the diet may be unsatisfying, and there may be minimal privacy for personal hygiene and your sex life.  However, the trust and familiarity that can result from participant-observation reduces the cultural barriers and allows anthropologists to understand the culture of the host society they are studying.

It is rarely possible to grasp much of another culture during a short visit.  Anthropologists have learned that long-term residence lasting years is necessary to see the range of cultural behavior.  If a researcher lives in a small community for only a few months and no one gets married, gives birth, or dies during that time, it is unlikely that the culturally defined ways of dealing with these situations will be observed and understood.  Likewise, a short-term visitor is not likely to learn about the intricate details of religious beliefs or even the complex culturally defined patterns of male-female relationships and parent-child interaction.

How long should an anthropologist live within the society being studied?  There is no simple answer.  It depends on the focus of the study.  In some cases the research may be as narrowly focused as learning about agricultural practices.  In such cases, a stay of a few months to a few years may be adequate.  However, if the focus is the entire culture, many more years may be required.  In practice, anthropologists are likely to initially stay for a year or two and then make shorter visits back to the host society every few years over the next decade or more.  The American Anthropologist, Napoleon Chagnon, spent more than 30 years learning about the Yanomamö Indians of Venezuela and Brazil, though he did not live with them all of that time.

An anthropologist coming as a single visitor to a relatively isolated community, such as an Indian village in Brazil or a small farming town in Pakistan, is likely to be viewed with suspicion.  An adult male visitor may be looked at as a potential enemy spy from the outside world or as a sexual predator threatening to seduce their wives, sisters, and daughters.  An unchaperoned female visitor may be viewed as a prostitute who might corrupt the women of the community.  A husband and wife team of anthropologists is likely to be more acceptable in these cases because their familiar relationship would allay some of the fears of community members about the visitors' intentions.  They are more likely to be viewed as non-threatening.  If the visitors bring their young children with them, they are even more likely to be seen as fitting a "normal", peaceful pattern.  Members of the host society also may be more likely to pass on valuable cultural information about every day living skills to children because they consider this information to be too obvious to need explanation for adults.
Ideal, Actual, and Believed Behavior

When learning about another culture or subculture first hand, it is always wise to be cautious about taking at face value what people say about their way of life.  They may be politely deceiving you because they are not sure of your intentions or they may want to provide a more favorable view of themselves, their culture, and their society.  That is natural.  Most of us would do the same thing.  If you knew that important visitors from another country were coming to your home, would you clean it first, put on nicer clothes, and make sure that everyone in the house will be on their best behavior?  In other words, would you want them to see your home and family as you think that they should be rather than how they actually are most of the time?

Human social behavior is often complicated.  In trying to comprehend the interaction between people, it is useful to think in terms of a distinction between ideal, actual, and believed behavior.  Ideal behavior is what we think we should be doing and what we want others to believe we are doing.  Actual behavior is what is really going on.  Believed behavior is what we honestly think we are doing.  In reality, our actions are often different from what we believe them to be at that time.  For example, many North American husbands assume that they do roughly half of the work of cleaning and maintaining their home.  Their wives would probably dispute that assertion.  Does this mean that the husbands are not telling the truth?  No, it usually means that their perception of what they are doing may not be realistic in this case.  Anthropologists are not only interested in learning about actual behavior.  Ideal and believed behavior also can tell us much about how a society and its culture work.

In the more traditional regions of Latin America, the ideal behavior of men and women is usually more dissimilar than it is in most of North America and Northern Europe.  Latin American men are expected to be macho's --i.e., they should be overtly masculine, confident, strong, dignified, brave, always in control of their emotions, and sexually demanding.  Women are expected to be emotional, nurturing, faithful, and passive in response to the demands of their husbands.  In other words, men and women should have polar opposite but complementary personalities and roles in life.  There is no room in this ideal Latin American perception for passive men and aggressive women.  In reality, however, few people actually fit the ideal of extreme masculinity or femininity in their daily lives.  This discrepancy between male and female ideal and actual behavior is not limited to Latin America, but the contrasts are more apparent in male dominated societies that tolerate little variation in their permissible cultural patterns.  The cattle ranching life of Western North America is another subculture that has traditionally placed high value on the ideal of strong, "in control" men and supportive, faithful women.

Observant visitors usually can find clues to the fact that it is difficult to live up to the cultural ideals for gender roles.  In rural South China, for instance, there is a traditional saying that encapsulates the complicated relationship between husbands and wives.  It is "the husband is the outside master, the wife is the inside master."  This alludes to the fact that the public image in the past was one in which Chinese husbands were in total control of their wives and families, but within the home when no one else was present, wives shared in the decision making process.  The reality of urban life in mainland China today has begun to alter this husband and wife relationship.  Beginning in the late 1970's, the national government's desire to stem population pressure led to a one child policy.  Most couples are only allowed to have one child without paying stiff penalties.  Because of the traditional pressure on parents to have a son, girl babies have often been aborted even though this practice is illegal.  The result has been a disproportionately high percentage of boy babies being born over the last several decades.  An unexpected consequence of this has been that young marriageable women are now in relatively short supply.  They are in a position to make greater demands on prospective husbands.  Young men in China are faced with the reality that if they want to have a good chance of finding an educated wife, they must secure a well paying job and have enough money to buy her a car and a new condo.  In addition, they must be prepared to cook, wash dishes, and do other home maintenance jobs traditionally done by wives.  
Gathering Data About Culture

In most ethnographic fieldwork, only a portion of the host society is actually studied intensively.  Due to the practical impossibility of observing and talking at length with everyone, only a sample of a community is selected.  If the sample of people is chosen carefully, there is an expectation that it will be representative of the entire community.  This is referred to as a probability sample --i.e., a sample that has a high probability of reflecting the entire population.  Choosing who will be in the sample can be difficult, especially at the beginning of a research project when the first contacts are made and the composition of the society and its culture are still poorly understood.

Usually ethnographers opt for one of three types of probability samples--random, stratified, or judgment.  A random sample is one in which people are selected on a totally random, unbiased basis.  This can be accomplished by assigning a number to everyone in a community and then letting a computer generate a series of random numbers.  If a 10% sample is needed, then the first 10% of the random numbers will indicate who will be the focus of the research.  This sampling approach is reasonable for ethnographic research only when there does not seem to be much difference between the people in the population.  Since this is rarely the case, random sampling is not often used for ethnographic research.  

A stratified sample is one in which people are selected because they come from distinct sub-groups within the society.  This is essentially what the U.S. Census Bureau does in its national census every 10 years.  One member from each family is asked to answer for the entire family.  This approach may be used by ethnographers as well if there are distinct, identifiable groups of people in the society and the information that is being sought is not specialized knowledge such as the esoteric activities of a secret organization with restricted membership.

Most ethnographers rely on a judgment sample.  This is a limited number of key people selected on the basis of criteria deemed critical to the research questions.  For example, religious leaders would be the focus if research concerns religious beliefs and practices.  Likewise, talking mostly to women would make sense if the research concerned women's roles within society.  The judgment sample approach works best if good informants can be found.  These are people who are not only knowledgeable about their own culture but who are able and willing to communicate this knowledge in an understandable way to an outsider.  Not everyone has the ability to do this.  The quality of data usually depends on the relationships with informants.  Ethnographers try to develop a warm and close relationship with their informants.  This makes it more likely that they will learn what the host culture is really like.
Illness and Its Relevance to Culture
In the Western World, people usually do not make a distinction between illness and disease.  These two terms seem to mean essentially the same thing and are often used interchangeably.  However, it is important to define illness and disease differently when considering some non-western cultural traditions.  Disease is an objectively measurable pathological condition of the body.  Tooth decay, measles, or a broken bone are examples.  In contrast, illness is a feeling of not being normal and healthy.  Illness may, in fact, be due to a disease.  However, it may also be due to a feeling of psychological or spiritual imbalance.  By definition, perceptions of illness are highly culture related while disease usually is not.  It is important for health professionals who treat people from other cultures to understand what their patients believe can cause them to be ill and what kind of curing methods they consider effective as well as acceptable.  Understanding a culture's perception of illness is also useful in discovering major aspects of their world view.
What Causes Illness?
How illness is explained often varies radically from culture to culture.  Likewise, the methods considered acceptable for curing illness in one culture may be rejected by another.  These differences can be broadly generalized in terms of two explanatory traditions--naturalistic and personalistic.
Naturalistic Explanation
The Western World now mostly relies on a naturalistic explanation of illness.  This medical tradition had its beginnings in ancient Greece, especially with the ideas of Hippocrates in the 4th and 5th centuries B.C.  However, it did not begin to take its modern form until the 16th century A.D.  

The naturalistic explanation assumes that illness is only due to impersonal, mechanistic causes in nature that can be potentially understood and cured by the application of the scientific method of discovery.  Typical causes of illness accepted in naturalistic medical systems include:
	1.   
	organic breakdown or deterioration (e.g., tooth decay, heart failure, senility)

	2.
	obstruction (e.g., kidney stones, arterial blockage due to plaque build-up)

	3.
	injury (e.g., broken bones, bullet wounds)

	4.
	imbalance (e.g., too much or too little of specific hormones and salts in the blood)

	5.
	malnutrition (e.g., too much or too little food, not enough proteins, vitamins, or minerals)

	6.
	parasites (e.g., bacteria, viruses, amoebas,  worms)


Students learning to be doctors or nurses in medical schools throughout the modern world are taught this kind of naturalistic explanation.  However, there are actually several different naturalistic medical systems in use today.  In Latin America, many people still also rely on humoral pathology to explain and cure their illnesses.  This is especially true in rural areas among less educated people.  To learn more about this alternative medical system, click the button below.

Humoral Pathology
Naturalistic medical systems similar to European humoral pathology were developed independently in India (Ayurvedic system) and China (acupuncture and herbal medicine).

Personalistic Explanation
Much of the non-western world traditionally accepted a personalistic explanation for illness.  Today, it is mostly found among people in small-scale societies and some subcultures of larger nations.  For them, illness is seen as being due to acts or wishes of other people or supernatural beings and forces.  There is no room for accidents.  Adherents of personalistic medical systems believe that the causes and cures of illness are not to be found only in the natural world.  Curers usually must use supernatural means to understand what is wrong with their patients and to return them to health.  Typical causes of illness in personalistic medical systems include:
	1.   
	intrusion of foreign objects into the body by supernatural means

	2.
	spirit possession, loss, or damage

	3.
	bewitching


The intrusion of foreign objects was a common explanation among many Native American cultures for internal body pains such as headaches and stomachaches.  The presumed foreign objects could be rocks, bones, insects, arrowheads, small snakes, or even supernatural objects.  It was believed that they were intentionally put into an individual's body by witchcraft or some other supernatural means.  The fact that there was no wound in the skin for the entry of the objects was consistent with the belief that supernatural actions were involved.  The cure for this class of illness was the removal of the object by a shaman.  This usually involved a lengthy non-surgical procedure that was both medical and religious.  Typically, the shaman would appeal to supernatural spirits for assistance, manipulate the patient's body, blow tobacco smoke over the site of the pain, and suck on the skin over the pain with a tube or by mouth to remove the object.  However, there would be no incision made in the skin.
It is easy for people who only accept a naturalistic explanation for illness to reject the concept of the intrusion of foreign objects into the body by supernatural means.  However, it is of value to keep in mind that this explanation is similar to the "germ theory" that is readily accepted by most people in the western world today.  Both explanations require the belief in something that cannot be seen by most people.  In both cases, there is an act of faith.  During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, it was difficult for microbiologists and physicians such as Louis Pasteur, Joseph Lister, and Robert Koch to convince the medical profession that bacteria and other microorganisms can cause infection and disease.  It took even longer for the general public in Europe and North America to be convinced that there are harmful microscopic "germs."

Susto
In personalistic medical systems, spirit possession, loss, or damage are seen as the result of actions by supernatural beings or people.  They may also be due to certain kinds of unpleasant or shocking social situations.  An example of this kind of illness is found among some Hispanics in the United States and Latin America.  It is called susto, which literally means fright or sudden fear in Spanish.  The fear is of losing one's soul.  Susto is also referred to as perdida de la sombra (literally, loss of the shadow).  This latter name is likely a reference to the fact that people who do not have souls do not have shadows or reflections in mirrors, like Hollywood movie vampires.  Susto results from incidents that have a destabilizing effect on an individual, causing the soul (espiritu) to leave the body.  Typical incidents that can cause susto include:
	1.   
	the sudden, unexpected barking of a dog

	2.
	being thrown from a horse

	3.
	tripping over an unnoticed object

	4.
	sharing a hospital ward with a patient who has died during the night

	5.
	having a nighttime encounter with a ghost who keeps your spirit from
finding its way back into your body before you wake

	6.
	being socially impinged upon by society (e.g., being forced to do
something that you do not want to do)

	7.
	being in a social situation that causes you to have fear or anger


Common symptoms of susto are restlessness during sleep as well as being listless and weak when awake.  In addition, individuals who have susto are likely to lack an appetite and to not be interested in their personal appearance.  These symptoms are characteristic of what western trained medical professionals would likely attribute to excessive emotional stress or even clinical depression.  Traditionally, susto is cured with a ritual carried out by a curandero (i.e., a folk curer).  Among the Maya Indians of Southern Mexico and Guatemala, this ceremony typically involves a lengthy series of ritual actions in the presence of the patient's friends and relatives.

  It usually begins with prayers to the Catholic saint of the village.  Next, a chicken egg and special herbs are passed over the patient's body to absorb some of the illness.  Later, the egg may be left where the soul loss occurred, along with gifts to propitiate the supernatural being who has the patient's soul.  The patient is then partly stripped and "shocked" by liquor being sprayed from the curandero's mouth.  The patient may then be massaged and finally "sweated" on a bed placed over or near a hot stove.  Alternatively, the patient may be covered with many blankets to induce profuse sweating.
In traditional Hispanic communities of the Southwestern United States, susto is likely to be treated in a similar manner by a curandero.  The curing ceremony is called a barrida or "sweeping", which is a reference to a bundle of fresh herbs being swept over the patient's body.  However, the cure for mild cases of susto is likely to be medicine taken orally.  Teas made from an infusion of marijuana, orange blossoms, and brazil wood are commonly used for this purpose.
Evil Eye
Another common type of soul loss in Latin America and around the Mediterranean Basin is the "evil eye" or mal de ojo in Spanish.  This illness results from the perception that some people are "stronger" than others and that their strength can harm "weak" people.  In traditional Mexican and Central American culture, women, babies, and young children are thought of as being weak, while  men as well as rich and politically powerful people of either gender are strong.  When a strong person stares at a weak individual, the eyes of the strong person can drain the power and/or soul from the weak one.  Proof that this may have occurred to someone is that he or she cries inconsolably without a cause, has fitful sleep, diarrhea, vomiting, and/or a fever.  It is thought that powerful people can cause this draining of the soul intentionally or unintentionally. 

 As a result, parents must guard their children and women must be careful when interacting with government officials, rich city people, foreign tourists, and machos in general.  The traditional cure for mal de ojo in rural Mexico often involves a curandero sweeping a raw chicken egg over the body of a victim to absorb the power of the person with the evil eye.  The egg is later broken into a glass and examined.  The shape of the yolk is thought to indicate whether the aggressor was a man or a woman.  It is widely believed in Mexico that at the time that the evil eye drains the soul from a victim, the perpetrator can easily return it by passing his or her hand over the forehead of the victim.
In the traditional Hispanic culture of the Southwestern United States and some parts of Mexico, the cure for mal de ojo may be slightly different.  An egg is passed over the patient and then broken into a bowl of water.  This is then covered with a straw or palm cross and placed under the patient's head while he or she sleeps.  The shape of the egg in the bowl is examined in the morning by a curandero to determine whether or not the cure has been successful.
Aire
In personalistic medical systems, bewitching is often thought to be a cause of changed behavior or illness.  Bewitching involves the use of magical acts and supernatural powers either by humans or supernatural beings.  This may involve sympathetic magic, contagious magic, or simply the casting of a spell.  An example of bewitching occurs among the indigenous Nahua Indians of Central Mexico.  They believe that a particular kind of supernatural being can cause an illness called aire (literally "air" in Spanish).  These beings are "rain dwarfs."  They are about 1½ feet tall and are thought to be made almost entirely of water.  As a result they are essentially invisible.  They cause aire by breathing on people.  The typical symptoms of this illness may include paralysis, a twisted mouth, palsy, pimples, and aching joints.  The first two symptoms are consistent with a stroke.  Aire is cured traditionally by a curandero cleansing the victim by rubbing the body with herbs and an unbroken chicken egg.
In traditional Hispanic communities of the Southwestern United States, aire is usually not thought to be caused by bewitching.  Rather, it attributed to a rapid change from a hot to a very cold environment.  Ear aches in children are believed to be a consequence.  Similarly, paralysis of one side of the face or muscle spasms in adults are thought to be caused by aire.  To treat an ear ache, warm smoke is blown into it.  Muscle spasms are treated by "cupping".  This involves heating the air in a cup with a flame to cause it to expand and drive out excess air.  The cup is then placed over the site of the pain.  As the air within the cup cools it creates a vacuum which pulls on the skin.
Curing Practices
          It is common for people around the world to assume that their medical system can actually cure people while other systems cannot.  This universal ethnocentric view leads some doctors and nurses trained in modern scientific medical practices to reject off-hand the knowledge and methodology of folk curers, especially if they involve a personalistic explanation for illness.  However, all medical systems have both successes and failures in curing sick people.
Curing with any medical system may work because of three different factors.  First, a cure may be successful because the medical procedures actually helps the patient recover from illness.  For example, an antibiotic may eliminate a bacterial infection in the urinary tract and filling a cavity in a tooth may stop continued decay.  In the past, folk medicines and curing practices were assumed by many western doctors to have no curative powers and to be based purely on superstition.  However, ethnopharmacologists have discovered that some herbal medicines used in traditional Indigenous folk curing around the world actually have properties that are beneficial in treating cancers and other diseases.  In addition, some non-western medical techniques, such as acupuncture, can relieve pain.
The second reason that a cure may be successful is because patients often get well regardless of the steps taken by the doctor or folk curer.  It has been estimated that as much as 90% of illness afflicting Americans is in fact self-correcting.  This is particularly true of common viral infections such as colds or the flu.  Medications for these minor ailments often are intended to only reduce unpleasant symptoms such as headaches and coughs.
The third reason that a cure may work is because of the placebo effect.  That is, patients may be cured because they believe in the efficacy of the treatment even though it really does nothing to help them.  For example, a doctor could give you a harmless sugar pill and tell you that it is a powerful medicine.  This placebo may actually make you feel better and even help you recover from a disease.  How could this be?  It has been suggested that when a patient strongly believes that a cure will succeed, there is a psychological effect that can reduce the amount of the stress hormone cortisol and subsequently increase the effectiveness of the immune system.  The result, is that the patient may recover from the disease.  The kind of placebo that works is highly culture related.  Not many people in the Western World would accept a magical charm as an effective cure for a cold, but we do accept a doctor's visit and medications that simply reduce the symptoms but do not actually cure the disease.
Placebos are especially effective when both the patient and the doctor believe that they really can cure an ailment.  This has been well documented by the research of Dr. Alan Roberts, head of the Division of Medical Psychology at Scripps Clinic in La Jolla, California.  During the early 1990's, he examined the records of 6,931 patients who underwent one of five different medical treatments that were thought at the time to be effective but were later abandoned because they were proven to be ineffective.  These treatments included glomectomy (a surgical procedure for asthma), gastric freezing for peptic ulcers, and three procedures for treating the herpes simplex virus.  Despite the fact that these treatments had no actual beneficial effects, 40% of the patients had excellent results and 30% had good results.  Only 30% reported that the treatments did not improve their condition.  Similar results were observed by a team of psychologists led by Andrew Leuchter at U.C.L.A.  They carried out research in which placebos were used to treat patients with clinical depression.  Not only did the depressed patients feel better after using a placebo, but scans of their brains showed that there was increased activity in the areas associated with mood and memory.  This confirmed that the belief in the efficacy of a treatment can actually cause organic changes in the body.
Steps in Curing
Regardless of whether you take steps to cure yourself or seek the help of a folk curer or a modern medical doctor, the process involves the same two steps--diagnosis and treatment.  In every medical system, curing begins by discovering the symptoms and making a judgment about the nature of the illness.  Following this preliminary step, a specific treatment is determined and carried out.
One of the biggest differences between the methods used by a curandero or other traditional folk curer and those used by modern medical doctors is the amount of time that is spent in diagnosis and treatment.  Native American folk curers traditionally spent many hours with each patient, showing great concern.  In contrast, a typical routine visit to a modern doctor's office involves a long, often frustrating, wait and a very short interview by the doctor.  In the case of minor illnesses, the doctor usually makes a diagnosis in a few brief minutes and quickly moves on to giving treatment advice and writing a prescription for medication.  The entire interaction with the doctor often takes less than five minutes and then the doctor must rush off to another patient because he or she has a very large patient load.  The speed and matter of fact character of this medical encounter leaves many patients feeling unsatisfied with the experience and doubtful about the doctor's concern for them personally.
Another major difference between traditional folk curers and modern medical doctors is in the fact that the former are likely to treat their patient in an environment that is familiar, comfortable, and non-threatening to the patient.  Typically, it is the patient's home with family and friends present to provide emotional support.  In contrast, modern medical doctors most often treat their patients in an environment that is alien and sometimes intimidating to their patients--e.g., the doctor's office or a hospital.  Patients are usually separated from their family and friends during diagnosis and treatment unless they are young children.  It is not surprising that doctors report that patient blood pressure measurements in their offices are often higher than normal.  This "white lab-coat phenomenon" is very likely a result of increased patient anxiety brought about by the intimidating environment and situation.
Culture Specific Diseases
There are some diseases that have very limited distributions around the world due to the fact that they are caused by unique combinations of environmental circumstances and cultural practices.  These are generally referred to as culture specific diseases or culture bound syndromes.  Some cause relatively minor health problems while others are very serious and can even be fatal.  An example of a relatively harmless culture specific medical condition was "rave rash" in England during the late 1990's.  This afflicted young women who went to "raves", or large-scale pop music dance parties that went on all night long.  Aggressive dance motions without wearing a bra sometimes lead to a painful rash on their nipples--hence "rave rash."
Kuru is a fatal culture specific disease of the brain and nervous system that was found among the South Foré people of the eastern New Guinea Highlands.  Until recently, it was thought that kuru is caused by a virus with a prolonged incubation period.  Evidence now points to prions as being the cause.  The symptoms include palsy, contracted face muscles, and the loss of motor control resulting in the inability to walk and eventually even eat.  Kuru victims become progressively emaciated.  The South Foré called this disease "trembling sickness" and "laughing sickness."  The latter description was due to the fact that the face muscles of victims were constricted in a way that looked like a smile.  Death almost always occurs within 6-12 months of the onset of symptoms.
Kuru was first recorded among the South Foré at the beginning of the 20th century and it progressively became more common up through the 1950's.  At its peak, it mostly afflicted women in their 20's and 30's.  This caused major social problems.  Normally, men had several wives and children were taken care by women.  Now, however, there were too few marriageable women, and men were left with the child care duties.  Men were resentful and confused by their situation.  Since the South Foré had a personalistic explanation for illness, they logically assumed that Kuru was the work of witches who used contagious magic.  As a result, people became very careful at cleaning up their house sites to make sure that witches could not obtain any of their hair, fingernail clippings, feces, or personal belongings.  Witch hunts were organized and former witches were forced to confess and then join anti-witch cults.  None of these steps slowed the rate of increase in the number of Kuru victims.
In the early 1950's, a team of Australian doctors began working to discover what caused kuru in hopes of finding a cure.  Anthropologists traced cases of the disease in family lines to see if it was hereditary.  Other field workers collected water, soil, plant, and animal specimens to test for environmental toxins.  All of these attempts failed to discover the cause.  In the late 1950's, an American pediatrician named Carleton Gajdusek came to Papua New Guinea to try to solve the problem.  Through the microscopic examination of tissue from people who died of kuru, he discovered that the disease organism was carried in the blood and was concentrated in brain tissue.  The means of transmission was cannibalism.  The South Foré ate their dead relatives as part of their funerary practices.  Women butchered the corpses and were the main cannibals.  They also gave this meat to their children.  Men generally thought that it was unmanly.  They had pigs to eat, while the diet of women and children was normally animal protein poor.  
In the early 1960's, cannibalism was outlawed in Papua New Guinea.  Since then, the kuru rate has dropped off significantly but has not yet disappeared because of the very long incubation period for this disease.  Between 1996 and 2004, 11 people were diagnosed with kuru.  Apparently, all of them were born before 1950 and had contracted kuru before the end of cannibalism.  This meant that the incubation period was 34-41 years in these cases.
  Kuru is closely related to two other well known fatal diseases that affect the brain and nervous system.  They are scrapies in sheep and goats and Kreutzfeld-Jacob disease in humans.  The latter disease is now popularly referred to as "mad cow disease" since it is a variant of the disease in cattle (bovine spongiform encephalopathy).  Beginning in 1986, there was a minor epidemic of it among cattle and people in Western Europe, especially in Britain.  More recently, there were several cases among cattle in Western Canada.  The human form of "mad cow disease" has been connected to eating beef from cattle that had acquired the disease as a result of eating food supplements made from ground up dead sheep and perhaps other farm animals.  The official response has been the isolation and slaughter of several hundred thousand cattle and other farm animals in Europe and Canada.  This drastic measure apparently has prevented a widespread epidemic.  Variants of "mad cow disease" are known to exist in at least 10 wild mammal species including deer, elk, bison, kudu, oryx, mink, and cats.  In these species, the disease is commonly referred to as "chronic wasting disease."
 
Culture Specific Mental Disorders
Apparently, mental illness is present in all societies.  However, the frequencies of different types of mental illness vary as do the social connotations.  What is defined as a mild form of mental illness in one culture may be defined as normal behavior in another.  For instance, people in western societies who regularly carry on animated conversations with dead relatives or other supernatural beings are generally considered mentally ill.  The same behavior is likely to be considered healthy and even enviable in a culture that has an indigenous world-view.  Such a person would be thought fortunate for having direct communication with the supernatural world.  Traditionally among many Native American societies, dreams and the visionary world were, in a sense, more real and certainly more important than the ordinary world of humans.
Among the Saora tribe of Orissa State in India, young men and women sometimes exhibit abnormal behavior patterns that western trained mental health specialists would likely define as a mental disorder.  They cry and laugh at inappropriate times, have memory loss, pass out, and claim to experience the sensation of being repeatedly bitten by ants when no ants are present.  These individuals are usually teenagers or young adults who are not attracted to the ordinary life of a subsistence farmer.  They are under considerable psychological stress from social pressure placed on them by their relatives and friends.  The Saora explain the odd behavior of these people as being due to the actions of supernatural beings who want to marry them.  The resolution to this situation is to carry out a marriage ceremony in which the disturbed person is married to the spirit.  Once this marriage has occurred, the abnormal symptoms apparently end and the young person becomes a shaman responsible for curing people.  In the eyes of the society, he or she changes status from a peculiar teenager to a respected adult who has valuable skills as a result of supernatural contacts.  This Saora example suggests that some minor mental illnesses could be better viewed as ways of dealing with impossible social situations.  In other words, they are coping mechanisms.
What a culture defines as abnormal behavior is a consequence what it defines as a modal personality.  People who exhibit abnormal behavior in western societies are usually labeled as being eccentric, mentally ill, or even dangerous and criminal.  Which label is assigned may depend on the subculture, gender, and socioeconomic level of the individual exhibiting abnormal behavior.  In North America, the public acts of poor mentally ill males are sometimes seen as being criminal.  This is especially true if they are ethnic minorities or living on the streets.  In contrast, similar abnormal behavior by rich males is likely to be viewed as being only eccentric.  In the former Soviet Union, important people who publicly opposed government policy were sometimes considered mentally ill and were placed in mental institutions where they were kept sedated "for their own good."
The standards that define normal behavior for any culture are determined by that culture itself.  Normalcy is a nearly meaningless concept cross-culturally.  For instance, in the Yanomamö Indian culture of South America, highly aggressive, violent men are considered normal and such individuals are often respected community leaders.  In contrast, the same behavior among the Pueblo Indians of the Southwestern United States was considered abnormal and dangerous for society.  People who exhibited these traits were avoided and even ostracized.
Many psychological anthropologists believe that the most meaningful criterion for defining mental illness is the degree of social conformity by an individual.  People who are so severely psychologically disturbed and disoriented that they cannot normally participate in their society are universally defined as being mentally ill.  For instance, individuals who have difficulty relating to other people because of their intense hallucinations, paranoia, and psychotic defenses will very likely be defined as mentally ill and potentially a danger to others in all cultures.
While mental illness is found in most, if not all, societies, there are unique culture influenced forms that these illnesses can take.  They are culture bound syndromes.  An example is Windigo psychosis.  This condition was reported among the Northern Algonkian language group of Indians (Chippewa, Ojibwa, and Cree) living around the Great Lakes of Canada and the United States.  Windigo psychosis usually developed in the winter when families were isolated by heavy snow for months in their cabins and had inadequate food supplies.  The initial symptoms of this form of mental illness were usually poor appetite, nausea, and vomiting.  Subsequently, the individual would develop a characteristic delusion of being transformed into a Windigo monster.  These supernatural beings eat human flesh.  People who have Windigo psychosis increasingly see others around them as being edible.  At the same time, they have an exaggerated fear of becoming cannibals.  A modern medical diagnosis of this condition might label it paranoia because of the irrational perceptions of being persecuted.  In this case, it is the Windigo monsters who are the persecutors--they are trying to turn people into Windigo monsters like themselves.  In contemporary North American culture, the perceived persecutors of paranoids are more likely to be other people or, perhaps, extra terrestrial visitors.  Victims of Windigo psychosis experienced extreme anxiety and sometimes attempted suicide to prevent themselves from becoming Windigo monsters.
Another example of a culture bound mental syndrome is koro in China and areas of Southeast Asia where Chinese culture has diffused (especially Vietnam, Malaysia, and Singapore).  Koro is an irrational perception that one's prominent sexual body parts are withdrawing into the body and subsequently being lost.  In the case of men, the concern is that their penis and testes are shrinking.  For women, the focus is on the perceived shrinking of the vulva and breasts.  In both cases it is a fear of the loss of masculinity or femininity followed by premature death.  Koro is traditionally believed to be caused by "unhealthy sex" (e.g., masturbation or sex with prostitutes).  It also thought to be caused by "tainted" foods.  An example of the latter occurred in Singapore in 1967.  A newspaper reported that koro had resulted from eating pork that had come from a pig that was given a vaccination against swine fever.  This sparked an epidemic of hundreds of cases of koro.  More recently, another epidemic occurred in coastal Vietnam when some mothers were shocked to see that the penis and testes of their children had shrunk after swimming.  This created a widespread panic among mothers in a number of coastal communities.  In some cases, the mothers tried to pull out the penis and testes with their hands and even hooks in order to make them larger.  This resulted in the penis being torn off some of the boys.
Many culture bound syndromes have been reported around the world by anthropologists and medical professionals.  The following list includes the commonly reported ones: 
Latin America and Latin derived cultures of Europe:
· ataque de nervios  (Latin America and the Latin cultures of the Mediterranean) 

· mal de ojo (evil eye)  (Latin America and the Latin cultures of the Mediterranean) 

· mal de pelea  (Puerto Rico) 

Africa and African origin cultures of the Americas:
· Ashanti psychosis  (Ashanti of Ghana)
· boufée deliriante  (Haiti and West Africa)
· brain fag or brain fog  (West Africa)
· falling out or blacking out  (Afro-Caribbean and the Southern United States)
· rootwork  (Haiti and some parts of sub-Saharan Africa)
· sangue dormido  (Cape Verde Islands)
· spell  (Southeastern United States)
Middle East:
· zar  (Northeast Africa and Southwest Asia--especially Egypt, Sudan, Somalia, Ethiopia, and Iran)
South and East Asia:
· amok (running amok) or mata elap  (Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines)
· dhat  (India)
· hsieh-ping  (Taiwan)
· hwa-byung or wool-hwa-bung (anger syndrome)  (Korea)
· koro, shook yang, suo yang, jinjinia bemar, or rok-joo  (China and Southeast Asia)
· latah  (Malaysia and Indonesia)
· p'a leng (wind illness)  (China)
· qi-gong psychotic reaction  (China)
· shen kui  (China)
· shin-byung  (Korea)
· shinkeishitsu  (Japan)
· taijin kyofusho  (Japan)
· sudden death syndrome  (Hmong people of Laos and Vietnam)
South Pacific Ocean:
· cafard or cathard  (Polynesia)
· gururumba (wild man episode)  (New Guinea)
Native America:
· ghost sickness  (some Native American cultures)
· grisi siknis  (Moskito Indians of Nicaragua)
· hi-wa itck  (Mohave Indians of southeastern California)
· iich'aa  (Navaho Indians of the American Southwest)
· pibloktoq (arctic hysteria)  (Eskimo or Inuit of the North American sub-arctic)
· wacinko  (Oglala Sioux Indians of the Northern Plains of the United States)
· windigo or witiko psychosis  (Chippewa, Cree, and Ojibwa Indians of Eastern Canada and the Northeastern United States)
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