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Modern anthropology has become extraordinarily diverse, with a 
wide variety of schools of thought and theoretical models within 

the discipline. Not surprisingly, this breadth in the field has led to a 
range of approaches to thinking about and teaching those courses tra­
ditionally called four-field introductions to anthropology. In short, we 
anthropologists each have sometimes very different answers to the ques­
tion, What is anthropology? 

The ideas about the nature of anthropology that have guided this 
book's organization, discussions, and selection of topics center on the 
field's identity as scientific, humanistic, and holistic: 

III 	 Anthropology can be, should be, and is scientific. That is, it 

operates by inductively generating testable hypotheses, which 

are then deductively tested in an attempt to derive working 

theories about the areas of human biology and behavior that 

are our focuses. This is not to say that applying science to 

cultural variation or the abstract aspects of cultural systems is 

easy or particularly straightforward, or that science has even 

come close to satisfactorily answering all the major questions 

anthropologists ask about our species. Far from it. I simply 

believe that-if it is to be truly scholarly-the process of 

anthropologically investigating humankind is a scientific one. 


I!! 	 Anthropology can be, should be, and is humanistic. A scientific 

orientation and focus does not preclude nonscientific investiga­

tions and discussions of human behavior, or humanistic applica­

tions of anthropology. We are, after all, dealing with human 

beings who have motivations for their behaviors that fail to 

respond to fixed laws as do chemicals or subatomic particles. 

Moreover, because we deal with people, we cannot help but 

develop a concern for the welfare of our fellow humans. Indeed, 

this is what leads many to choose anthropology as a career in 

the first place. It becomes, then, only natural-if not morally 
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incumbent on us-to apply what we have learned about humans II }" 

and human behavior to give voice to those without one and Wl 
to lend our knowledge to the agencies and governments that gr'
administer, guide, and, sometimes, compel and manipulate social wi 
change. pe 

IiW Anthropology can be, should be, and is holistic-because its ab 
subject is holistic. Thus, affiliation with one of the traditional bit 
subfields of anthropology should be no more than a starting of 
point to the scholarly investigation of the nature of our species. anI 
In short, despite the enormous breadth of anthropological hig 
subject matter and approaches to studying those subjects, there nOI 

really is a field called anthropology that has a distinctive view­ apJ 
point and methodology that make it uniquely valuable. 1n, 
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The assumptions that guided my writing have been concretely applied frO! 
through the following features: Am 

denI!IJ To convey the holism of the discipline, the traditional subfields 
antiare not used to divide the text into major parts, nor are they 
richtitles of chapters. The standard subfields are described and 
conidefined in the first chapter, but subsequently, the methods and 

contributions of each are interwoven throughout the book. In III To I 
other words, the text is organized around the unique subject havl 
matter of anthropology-the human species in its holistic forn 
entirety-rather than being organized around the current pole 
subfield structure of anthropology itself. ject. 

throIII To convey the multidimensional holism of the field at the 
thenintroductory level requires choosing a theme that can act as a 

common thread tying all the parts together. Just saying that !II Beca 
anthropology is holistic and giving a few specific examples is stud: 
not enough. There are, of course, any number of themes that biza! 
would be equally useful as such a pedagogical device. The one stud: 
I have chosen is that of adaptation, broadly defined. I am not extn 
using the term in just its biological, ecological sense, although, as rr 
of course, this definition does apply to human biological Arne 
evolution and to the direct responses of cultures to their knm 
environments. But even abstract aspects of culture are adaptive out 
responses to something. In other words, to paraphrase the title do a 
of an old anthology, my theme is that "humans make sense." • To r 
Even if we have a hard time making sense of some of our thinl 
behaviors, my central integrative assumption is that behaviors text 
have some explanation within their cultural contexts. cha~ 
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