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Et hol ogy, the study of ani mal behavi or,

IS A under nmore or |ess natural conditions,
CULTURAL ETHOLOGY has recently enjoyed a spurt in produc-
PCES BLE?* tivity and in popularity among |aynen.

Some rather unfortunate attenpts have
been nade to apply ethol ogical findings to human beings. Unlike those attenpts,
this paper is an inquiry into the possibility of applying some of the
net hods of ethology to the study of human bei ngs under nore or |ess natura
condi tions.

PART 1

In the broadest sense, ethology is the study of animal behavior, as
differentiated from anatomy, the study of animal structure, and physiol ogy,
the study of ani mal substance. Mre narrowy, ethology is the study of aninmal
behavior in the wild or under sinulated natural conditions or at |east

under | aboratory conditions based on natural or wild conditions. This
enphasis on field studies or surrogates thereof rather than on purely
experimental studies, derives froman interest in the adaptiveness of
behavior. To really understand a behavior, says the ethol ogist, you have to
know its survival value, its function.! The only way you can know that, of
course, is by studying the behavior as a response to naturally occurring
stimuli--stinmuli to which the phylum has becone adapted over the generations.
Anot her idea linked to these of naturalismand functionalismis that of
speci es-specificity of behavior. An ethologist is usually an expert on the
behavi or of a particular phyletic group, and theoretical work tends to be
of a conparative type. The contrast here is with the psychol ogist's approach
to the study of animal behavior, which consciously tries to ignore species

di fferences and tal ks about behavior-in-general. This approach | eads the
psychol ogi st into two serious errors: (1) the error of believing that

all significant behavior is learned, and (2) the error of forgetting

that learning, too, always takes place in a particular kind of animal

whi ch has phyl ogenetically acquired the capability to acconplish that
particul ar kind of |earning. The learning animal is not just an

undi f ferenti ated hunk of protoplasm rather, the ability to | earn has been
acquired through evol utionary adaptation by natural selection.?

Et hol ogi sts, |ike anthropol ogists (of all sorts), are concerned with

vari ati on anpbng groups in space and tinme. The ethologist's notto "know your
animal" is precisely anal ogous to the anthropol ogi st's unspoken maxi m"know your
culture.” While that maxim may be unspoken, | don't know how many times

I've heard an ant hropol ogist criticize another social scientist by saying
that he didn't know his people, that he nade an incorrect interpretation of
certain behavi or because he didn't know the culture

*Dr. doak is Assistant Professor, Departnent of Anthropol ogy, and
Research Associate, Institute for Research in Social Science, University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. This paper was delivered at the annua
meeting of the Southern Anthropol ogical Society, Gainesville, Florida,
February 1968.
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At this point it may appear that my question--is a cultural ethol ogy
possi bl e?--is a noot one. Cul tural ethology m ght be just another nanme

for cultural anthropology. |I think, however, it would be wise to |Iook a
little nore closely at ethol ogy before we come to that concl usion.
Defined still nore narrowly, ethology can be said to be the study of

propensities to behave and of the nodes of acqui sition of these
propensities.

To say that an aninmal has a certain propensity to behave is to say that in the
presence of a certain stimulus--releaser, condition, situation, object,
etc.--the animal will exhibit a certain response. Alternative expressions
for "propensity" could be "internal instruction" or "disposition." The
exi stence and nature of the propensity are inferred from observations of
regularities in repeated behaviors, so it is inportant that the behavi or be
descri bed as exactly as possible. If the stimulus and the response can be
described in sinple, concrete terns, the presence of the propensity in the
organi sm can be verified nmuch nore easily and surely, by repeated observati ons.

The et hol ogi st frequently spends a great deal of time identifying and
describing the stinulus, rel easer, object, etc., of a given behavior. For
exanple, it was observed that herring gulls renove broken eggshells fromtheir
nests. Tinbergen® was able to show by a series of experiments that it was the
whi t eness of the inside of the eggshell that triggered this behavior, and
that nothing else would trigger it. He experinented by putting ping-gong
balls in the nest and, sure enough, the balls were renoved. Ping-pong balls and
eggshel I s were not renoved, however, if they were painted to match the outside of
an egg. Egg-sized cubes were renoved if and only if they were white. The stimulus
val ue of the black baby baboon for the adult nmale is an exanple closer to our own
speci es.*

Anot her subject of interest is, of course, the particular response. The

ethol ogi st wants to specify exactly what the ani nal does under the particul ar
stimulus. The gull, for instance, carries the broken eggshells about four feet
away inits bill. Finally, as a sort of final confirmation that he has indeed
described a natural behavioral unit, the ethol ogist wants to denonstrate the
survival value of the behavioral propensity. In the exanple we have been using,
it was shown that predators do indeed use the white insides of eggshells as a
beacon for hom ng-in on newy hatched baby gulls. The survival value of the
shel | -di spl aci ng propensity is clear, in straight natural -selection terns.

The critical difference in nethodol ogy, then, between ethol ogical studies and

those usual | y done by anthropologists, lies in the high specificity of the
behavi ors described and interpreted. To give one nore exanple from Ti nbergen
A red spot on the adult gull's bill elicits pecking by the infant gull. If the

spot is painted out, the infant doesn't peck. If a bigger than normal red spot
is presented, the baby gull pecks harder and nore rapidly than normal. The
behavi or chosen for study is either on an all-or-none basis or else its
intensity is easily neasured. The selective value of the propensity to peck at
ared spot lies in the fact that the pecking, in turn, is the stinmulus which
rel eases a feeding-behavior propensity in the parent.?®

Turning now fromthe propensities as such, we take up the question of nodes

of acquisition of behavioral propensities. Konrad Lorenz divides these nodes
into two main categories: phylogenetically acquired and acquired by the

i ndi vi dual through interaction with the environnment.® To use a conputer

anal ogy: Some instructions are wired-in at the factory, other instructions are
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programred into the individual conmputer at the using facility. It is all right
to refer to behavioral propensities as "innate" and "l earned," respectively,
provided one is careful; for instance, one nust renmenber that a propensity can
be innate even though it appears only in the adult, after a period of

mat uration. One must also keep in mind that | earned propensities are al ways based on
innate structures of greater or lesser specificity, and that while these innate
structures are often anatom cal and/or physiological, they may al so be behavioral .
For exanpl e, baby chicks and baby nonkeys and ot her baby omivores learn to
recogni ze what is good to eat through trial and error because they have an innate
propensity to try all possible objects in their mouths and because they have an
innate selectivity for taste and texture. In other words, an adult ommivore has
certain | earned food preferences—+tearned in the classical sense--but these |earned
preferences were acquired only because of certain innate propensities: a
propensity to try different potential foods and a propensity to judge tried
foods to be rewarding or otherwi se. Wthout those innate propensities, the

| earning coul d never have occurred.’

Simlarly, certain primates have an innate propensity to imtate under certain
circumstances,® and human beings have an innate propensity to acquire
| anguage at a certain point in their ontogenies.?®

Finally, it must be kept in nmnd that |earning includes for our purposes not only
classical conditioning, or trial and error |learning, but also insight |earning,
inmprinting, and imtation. In man, it includes the receipt of instructions
through linguistic utterances in the conditional node; that is to say, through
parents' or other enculturators' saying, "Wenever this happens, do that."

My point is that there are several different nodes of acquisition of behaviora
propensities which can be classified together under the broad heading "Il earning," or
"acquisition by the individual through interaction with the environment." Most, if
not all, of these nodes play a part in the individual's acquisition of those
behavi oral propensities which we call culture.

PART 2

Sone ani nal ethol ogi sts have recently turned their attention to human beings, calling
their studies "human ethol ogy." Their work has not been exactly wel comed by
social scientists, partly because of the outworn social science dogna that except for
a few basic drives, all human behavior is |earned, but nainly because the hunan

et hol ogi sts have confined their discussions exclusively to innate behavioral
propensities, seeming to ignore | earned propensities or even to insist that
certain propensities are innate when our studies have shown that they are nainly

| earned. Besides the obvious exanples of Ardrey, Lorenz in On Aggression and
Desnond Morris' Book-of-the-Mnth we have E bl-E besfeldt and Hass's article in a
recent issue of Current Anthropolocv.' Inthis article the authors assert that
flirting behavior in the human fermale is i nnate; yet exam nation of the rapid-notion
phot ogr aphs suggests, rather, that while some of the conponents of flirting
behavi or nay be innate, the arrangenent of these conponents varies from exanple
to exanple. When | say conponents, | refer to the smle, the enlarging of the
eyes, the winkling of the skin at the bridge of the nose, and so on. W m ght
assume that these
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i ndi vi dual conponents are each wired-in by evolution, at least in their
not or aspects, i.e., as responses. There is such a thing as a human snmle. !
Assum ng, then, that the conmponents are wired-in, we can go on to ask

whet her the sequence of conponents is wired-in or acquired through cul tura
learning. Even if we must come to the latter conclusion, we should not abandon an

et hol ogi cal approach to human female flirtati on behavior. W should, rather,
use the ethol ogi sts' investigative techniques to describe flirtation behavi or

anmong various peoples and to determ ne the range of variation w thin and between
societies, including variation in eliciting stirmuli as well as variation in
flirtati ous response. We should study highly specific behaviors in man, and
plot their distributions and rel ationships through space and tine,

but we need not concern ourselves too nuch with determ ning i medi ately whet her
they are innate or |earned; that |last question should resolve itself, in many cases,
when sufficient data have been coll ected

The ethol ogi sts, then have left the field of |earned human behavi oral propensities
to other students. It seems to nme that these other students can be divided on
nmet hodol ogi cal grounds into three groups: The first group, including many
social scientists, psychiatrists, and clinical psychol ogists, have tried to explain
hunman behavi or i n anthropocentric and even ethnocentric terns--in terns of
"hunman" wants, needs, desires, purposes, cognitions, etc. They suffer fromthe
unfortunate m sapprehension that one can find out why people do what they do by
asking themor by enpathizing with them in short, they believe there is a royal road
to the understandi ng of hunman behavi or, a road which is not open to the student of the
behavi or of other ani mal species. They don't understand that an informant's statenent
is never prima facie an explanatory statement, or even a descriptive statenent, but
is rather a behavioral datum which nust be described and interpreted (expl ai ned)

i ke any ot her behavioral datum human or animal.

The second group of students are the behaviorists in psychol ogy. These have
enphasi zed cl assical learning or conditioning at the expense of other forns

of learning, mainly because of their aforenentioned unwillingness to recognize
the existence of different innate propensities to learn different things in

di fferent ways. They shoul d realize that evol ution has produced rmany marvel ous
structures, behavioral as well as anatom cal and physiol ogical. Surely

evol ution could produce a propensity to learn by inmtation, or even a propensity
for inspired insight, if such a propensity were of selective advantage to the species
in question in its particul ar adaptive zone. Man, in particular, is wired-up to
learn all kinds of things in all kinds of ways, and Skinner's Verbal Behavior
is a nost striking exanple of the kind of trouble one gets into when trying to
explain all of human behavior in terms of one node of acquisition.!?

The third group of students seemto forget that man is even an aninal; they treat
himnore as a nere object that doesn't respond to stinuli but is just pushed around
by i npersonal forces or by nore powerful human bei ngs. Many econom sts and
political scientists and quite a few sociol ogists and soci al anthropol ogi sts
seemto fall into this third group. As an exanple, | suggest the witings of
several social anthropol ogi sts who have di scussed t he probl emof househol d
conmposition in the Caribbean.!® These witers have shown very convincingly
that the presence of a | arge proportion of househol ds headed by fermales is a
direct consequence of a scarcity of males in the society as a
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whol e. They don't seemto realize, however, that the real interest lies not in
the extracultural cause of a particular trend in fam |y conposition, but
rather in the culturally-acquired propensities for behaviors which constitute
an adaptation to this enforced househol d conposition

To summari ze: The human et hol ogi st ignhores culture because he deals only with
innate propensities, while culture is |earned. The first kind of social
scientist, the phenorenol ogi st, msuses culture (as | understand the term by
assum ng he can get at it directly through introspection or through others
statenents of norns, notivations, etc. (Marvin Harris says that this kind of
student accepts enic statenents as descriptions and expl anations of the etic
reality, in spite of the fact that it is hopel ess to predict behavior on the basis
of such statenents.)!* The second kind of social scientist, the behaviorist
ignores culture because he doesn't recogni ze that humans and ot her prinates have an
innate propensity to acquire culture w thout conditioning; thus he forgets that hunan
behavi oral propensities are largely traditional, and hence nore variable between
societies than within societies. The third kind of social scientist, the
structuralist, ignores culture because he sees people sinply as passive pawns of
social forces, unable to respond, let alone to act--in short, he believes it
doesn't matter what their traditions are.

PART 3

Wiat a proper cultural ethologist will do, in contrast to the above, is look for,
identify, describe, interpret, and ultimately explain highly specific behavioral
propensities which are acquired by the individual culturally; that is, he will study
t hose behavi oral propensities which are acquired by imtating other menbers of the
species (and, in the case of hunans, by receipt of verbal instructions), and thus
are the observabl e output of cultural traditions. Studying the distributions of
such propensities within and between groups will broaden our understandi ng, not
only of the histories of particular cultures but of the mechani sms which
control culture change. (I nade a start toward such studies when | discovered an
apparent natural order of cultural adoption and loss in a corpus of 3,666 behaviora
propensities of 28 immigrant fanilies in a village in Trinidad.)?®

Ray Birdwhistell and Edward T. Hall have done sone pioneer thinking in this
area; |'mthinking of Birdwhistell's studies of kinesics,!® especially of
"di al ects" of facial expression studied through hi gh school yearbooks; !’ and, of
course, of Hall's studies of conparative proxenmics.!® Neither seens to have
descri bed the preci se node of acquisition of the propensities they di scuss,
but the behaviors in question seemto be quite specific; presumably inmtation is

i nvol ved in sonme way. Anyway, their work gives nme confidence that a cultura
et hol ogy i s possible.

I gain further confidence fromcertain other sources. The idea is gradually
taking hold that not only culture-in-general, or the capacity therefor, is
adaptive, but specific cultural features, peculiar to particular groups,
are adaptive--in the strict, natural -sel ection sense of the term-for the

envi ronnent whi ch those groups inhabit.?® Let me put that another way, and
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attenpt to explainit. In the study of inmtation, or cultural |earning,

what is learned is of crucial inportance to the popul ati on or species. This
is not so in the case of classical |earning because, while the propensity to
learn itself has survival value to the popul ation, propensities |earned by

condi tioning have value only to the individual |earner. Wen sonething is
acquired by inmtation or cultural |earning, however, natural selection can
operate on it; it has positive or negative selective value for the

popul ation and it can be studied in that light, just like an innate
propensity. This is true because propensities to behave acquired by initation are
perforce transmtted fromone individual to another, and yesterday's survivors are
today's transmitters.

To give an exanple of what | nean: The sacred cattle conplex of Indiais a
very conpl ex conplex, or so it would seem but | believe it can be boiled down to a
smal | nunber of culturally-acquired propensities to behave, perhaps to only one: an
expression of disgust at the idea of having anything to do with the slaughter
of a cow.?° If we follow Marvin Harris' conpel ling argument fromthat point, we have
to conclude that one highly specific propensity to behave has had trenendous surviva
value in Hndu villages.

Simlarly, Marshall Sahlins' analysis of Evans-Pritchard' s data on the Nuer-Di nka
rel ati onshi p?! suggests to ne that the Nuer have one highly specific
propensity which the Dinka lack. | call this propensity the Principle of the
Expandabl e I n-group. It could also be described as a belief that anyone who
attacks ny brother attacks ne and that, in practically any fight | amlikely to
hear about, one of the participants is ny brother. The principle is generally
acconpani ed by strong propensities for behaviors redol ent of righteous indignation,
such as angry repetition of atrocity-stories.

The principle has tremendous survival value in a conpetitive situation--just |ook
what the Nuers were doing to the D nkas, according to Evans-Pritchard when he was
there. Let ne conpare ny interpretation of Sahlins' findings to his own
interpretation. Sahlins explains the Nuer's success over the Dinkas

by the fact that they have a segnmentary |lineage system To ne, Sahlins is mak-
ing the structuralist's mstake of reifying an inferred social formand giving
it causal efficacy. He inplies that Nuer aggression is caused by their |ineage
system the individual Nuer is sinply a hel pl ess pawn of this inpersonal socia

machi ne, al though the nechani sm by which a social formcan cause a man to raise a
spear has never been adequately described. The cul tural ethol ogical expla-
nation, on the other hand, would have it that those individual Nuers who carried the
Expandabl e I n-group propensity would be selected for, in fights at every
territorial (and lineage) level. As this selection resulted in the propensity
becom ng typical of the Nuer, it would lead first, to the predatory expansion
of the Nuer at the expense of the Dinka and second, to the appearance in the
eyes of the visiting social anthropol ogi st, of a segnentary |ineage

system The expansion of territory and the social formare both results of

the spread of the behavioral propensity; neither of themis the cause of the

ot her.??

Still another source of ny confidence in the possibility of a cultural ethology
lies in ny frequent casual observation, in the field and el sewhere, of highly specific,
utterly arbitrary, and totally conventional verbal responses, usually to
identifiable specific stimuli. The propensities toward these behaviors are
clearly culturally acquired, yet each is unique, and can be
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studied in its own right. In the Trinidad study already nentioned, ny wfe
and | were adninistering an i nterview schedule containing about 300
open- ended questions, all of which had been sel ected because previous field work
suggested that they were culturally relevant to the people being studied.
Again and again, especially fromcertain individuals whomwe cane to refer to as
"culture bearers,"” we got extrenely stereotyped, automatic, responses. It was
as if one word or phrase in the question turned on a word or a phrase or even a
whol e sentence. To take only one exanmple of many: "What do you grow in your
garden?" "Corn-peas-cassava." Period. Then the informant (usually female, in
this case) would proceed actually to enunerate the things she was growi ng at the
time, and it would often turn out that she didn't grow one or nore of that
vegetable trinity, corn-peas-cassava. It was just that that question
autonatically turned on that answer--not in everybody, but in a significant numnber
of peopl e.

The point is that there seens to be no general principle fromwhich any of these
specific responses could have been deduced. Each propensity seens to be

| ogi cal ly i ndependent of all the others, to have been | earned separately, and to
be rel eased by a highly specific stimulus.

Anot her Trinidadian exanple is the relatively exact replication of hundreds of

| ong Yoruba utterances in the songs of the well-known Shango cult. The
meani ngs of the words have |ong since been forgotten; the words have been handed
down intact for several generations; to the singers they are just so many
nonsense syl |l ables; each acting as a stinulus for the next. Yet just |ast
sumer a Yoruba field worker was able to translate the songs, verbatim into
nmodern Yoruba and into English

The nonsense syllables of children's gane-chants provide a nore honely exanpl e,
as does English spelling, where the specific spellings of hundreds of words have to
be | earned i ndependently, by rote, because there is no rhyne or reason to them In
fact, language itself is characterized by its arbitrariness, by the | ack of
any | ogical relationship between sound and neani ng.?® Nouns, for exanple, are
| earned as separate, specific behavi oral propensities.

| amrapidly comng to believe that nmuch, if not nost, of culture is acquired in

tiny unrel ated snippets, specific behavioral propensities culturally trans-
mtted fromone generation to another with remarkable fidelity. The fidelity
and ease with which these "corpuscles of culture" are transnitted and acquired is
possi bl e only because the organi sns in question are phyl ogenetically adapted for
transmtting and acquiring cultural corpuscles.? This adaptation has required
at least two mllion years, and perhaps 40 million years, of intense

sel ection pressure.

One inplication of the particulate notion of culture expressed here is that there
may be no nore intrinsic order anong cultural particles than there is anpbng
the genes on a chronosone. The synboli zi ng which people allegedly do, and
the | ogi co-aesthetic integration supposedly characteristic of culture, may be
nmerely epi phenonenal mirages, resulting fromthe fact that behavioral
propensities, like the other phenotypic features of any |iving organismor
popul ati on, have a certain anpunt of functional integration. It may be that,
observing behaviors so integrated, one is misled into concluding that the be-
haviors are logically or aesthetically integrated, 2 or that a particular
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obj ect which happens to elicit various kinds of behavi ors under various
circumstances is a synbol and not nerely a stinmulus.? | believe that such
notions could not survive a radical and thoroughgoing rejection of

i ntrospection and enpathy as sources of know edge of human behavi or,

PART 4

To devel op a cultural - et hol ogi cal approach, then, we have to observe the behavi or of
peopl e, alone and in groups, concentrating on trying to ascertain what
specific cues or stimuli elicit what specific responses. In conducting these
observations, we will be especially alert for variation between individuals. If we
observe that two individuals exhibit different responses to what appears to be
an identical stimilus, we may be able to learn something by attenpting to expl ain
the difference. What we are especially interested in, of course, are behavioral
differences due to the two individuals' being part of different traditions, in other
wor ds, behavioral differences due to cultural differences.

Sone observed behaviors are, of course, extrenely conplex, because they are the
product of several propensities operating sinmultaneously or because of
conplicated environnental limtations on expression, and so forth. The
cultural ethologist will select behaviors which seemto operate in a clear-cut
fashion for his initial researches. There is nothing wong in doing this.
Mendel didn't try to explain multigenic traits his first time out; instead he saw t hat
he coul d | earn nost fromcharacters which were controlled by only one factor, which
showed conpl et e dom nance and i ndependent assortnent, and whi ch had no sel ection at
work to upset the predicted rati os.

Washburn, Joy, and Lancaster have said, "The interplay between naturalistic
observation and controll ed experinent is the essential key to the understandi ng of
behavi or. 2" As ethological field studies progress, |aboratory studies can begin.

Sel ected i ndividuals can be placed in a controlled environnment and then exposed
to simulations of stimuli which the field studi es have suggested are salient for

vari ous behavioral propensities. The ethologist will be aided in this by the
general hurman willingness to accept poor substitutes for the real thing. W can
use films, audio and video tapes, verbal cues, even olfactory cues as

sti nmul us-surrogates.

Responses will be recorded in many ways. Besides vi deotaping the subjects’
facial expressions and gestures, we can use telenetry to record respiration,
heartbeat, skin noisture, and, possibly, the slight nmovenents, as in a checked
response, which the ethologist calls "intention-novenents." (I foll ow
Birdwhistell in feeling that the response nade involuntarily and out-of -awar eness can
often teach us nore than can, say, conpl ex verbal responses nmade after due
reflection.)

To conclude, then, | think that cultural ethology is possible, and that it is
desirable. | think further that the devel opnent of cultural ethology is
absolutely essential if we are to make ant hropol ogy into the natural science
of culture Kroeber always said it was.?®
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