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Anthropology: What Does It Mean to Be Human by Robert H. Lavenda and Emily A. Schultz is a thought-
provoking text published by Oxford University Press in its second edition. This comprehensive work
explores the intricate tapestry of human existence through the lens of anthropology, a discipline dedicated
to understanding the complexities of cultures, societies, and biological variations that define humanity. This
article delves into the key themes, concepts, and methodologies presented in this foundational text, aiming
to illuminate how anthropology contributes to our understanding of what it means to be human.

Understanding Anthropology

Anthropology is the study of humankind, encompassing a wide range of topics that include cultural
practices, social structures, biological diversity, and historical developments. Lavenda and Schultz outline
the four primary subfields of anthropology, each offering unique insights into the human experience:

1. Cultural Anthropology: This subfield focuses on the study of cultural variations among humans. Cultural
anthropologists examine beliefs, practices, and social norms, emphasizing the importance of understanding
cultural context to appreciate human behavior fully.

2. Archaeology: Archaeologists investigate past human societies through material remains, such as artifacts
and structures. This subfield provides insights into how ancient cultures lived, adapted, and interacted with
their environments.

3. Biological Anthropology: This area explores the biological and evolutionary aspects of humans. It
examines human evolution, genetics, and the physical variations among populations, contributing to our
understanding of the biological foundations of human identity.

4. Linguistic Anthropology: Linguistic anthropologists study language as a central aspect of culture. They
analyze how language influences social life, identity, and cultural practices, highlighting the role of
communication in shaping human experiences.

The Nature of Humanity

One of the central themes of Lavenda and Schultz's work is the exploration of what it means to be human.



The authors argue that being human is not solely defined by biological characteristics but is also deeply
influenced by cultural and social contexts. They present several dimensions of humanity that are crucial for
understanding our species:

Biocultural Perspective

The authors emphasize a biocultural perspective, which integrates biological and cultural factors to explain
human behavior. This approach underscores that:

- Biological factors: These include genetics, evolutionary history, and physiological traits that shape our
capabilities and limitations.
- Cultural factors: These involve learned behaviors, traditions, and societal norms that inform how
individuals and groups interact with their environment and each other.

By examining the interplay between biology and culture, Lavenda and Schultz illuminate how humans
adapt to their surroundings, develop unique identities, and create complex societies.

Adaptation and Survival

The book discusses how humans have developed remarkable adaptability as a species. This adaptability
manifests in various ways, including:

- Technological innovations: From the invention of tools to modern advancements in medicine and
communication, technology has allowed humans to thrive in diverse environments.
- Cultural practices: Social structures, economic systems, and religious beliefs help communities navigate
challenges and ensure survival.
- Environmental interactions: Humans have historically modified their environments, whether through
agriculture, urbanization, or conservation efforts, reflecting a dynamic relationship with nature.

Cultural Diversity and Identity

Lavenda and Schultz argue that cultural diversity is a hallmark of humanity. They emphasize the
importance of understanding different cultures to appreciate the full spectrum of human experience. Key
aspects of cultural diversity include:



Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativism

The authors address the concepts of ethnocentrism and cultural relativism:

- Ethnocentrism: This refers to the tendency to view one's own culture as superior to others, often leading
to misunderstanding and conflict.
- Cultural relativism: In contrast, this approach advocates for understanding cultures on their own terms,
recognizing the validity of different cultural practices and beliefs.

The authors encourage readers to adopt a culturally relativistic perspective to foster greater empathy and
understanding across cultural divides.

Globalization and Cultural Change

In the context of globalization, Lavenda and Schultz explore how cultures interact and influence one
another. Key points include:

- Cultural exchange: Increased communication and travel have led to the blending of cultures, resulting in
hybrid identities and practices.
- Cultural preservation: While globalization can lead to cultural homogenization, many communities strive
to preserve their unique traditions and languages in the face of external influences.
- Power dynamics: The authors highlight how globalization can exacerbate power imbalances, as dominant
cultures often overshadow marginalized ones.

Human Rights and Ethics

Another critical theme in the book is the intersection of anthropology with human rights and ethics.
Lavenda and Schultz discuss how anthropologists grapple with ethical dilemmas in their research and
advocacy work:

Ethical Research Practices

Anthropologists must adhere to ethical guidelines when conducting research, which include:

- Informed consent: Participants should be fully informed about the research and its implications before
agreeing to take part.
- Respect for communities: Researchers must respect the cultures and traditions of the communities they



study, avoiding exploitation or harm.
- Reciprocity: Anthropologists should strive to give back to the communities they work with, ensuring
that their research benefits local populations.

Advocacy for Social Justice

Many anthropologists engage in advocacy work, using their insights to promote social justice and human
rights. The authors argue that anthropology can play a vital role in addressing issues such as:

- Inequality: Anthropologists can illuminate the root causes of social and economic disparities, advocating for
policies that promote equity.
- Cultural preservation: By documenting and supporting endangered languages and cultural practices,
anthropologists contribute to the preservation of human diversity.
- Human rights violations: Anthropologists can bring attention to human rights abuses, working alongside
affected communities to seek justice and accountability.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Anthropology: What Does It Mean to Be Human by Robert H. Lavenda and Emily A.
Schultz serves as a vital resource for understanding the complexities of human existence. Through a
biocultural lens, the authors explore the interplay between biology and culture, emphasizing the
importance of cultural diversity, ethical considerations, and social justice in the field of anthropology. As
readers engage with this comprehensive work, they are encouraged to reflect on their own identities and
the broader human experience, fostering a deeper appreciation for the rich tapestry of cultures that define
what it means to be human.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'Anthropology: What Does It Mean to Be
Human' by Lavenda and Schultz?
The book explores the various aspects of what it means to be human through the lens of anthropology,
examining cultural, biological, and archaeological perspectives.

How do Lavenda and Schultz define culture in their book?
They define culture as a complex system of meanings and practices that are learned and shared by



members of a society, encompassing beliefs, values, norms, and material objects.

What role does evolution play in understanding humanity according to
the authors?
Evolution is presented as a foundational concept in anthropology, providing insights into human biological
development, the origins of species, and the adaptive nature of humans in various environments.

What methodologies do Lavenda and Schultz emphasize in
anthropological research?
They emphasize a holistic approach that incorporates qualitative and quantitative methods, including
participant observation, ethnography, and comparative analysis.

How do Lavenda and Schultz address issues of globalization in the context
of anthropology?
They discuss globalization as a significant force shaping cultures and identities, highlighting the
interconnectedness of societies and the challenges posed to traditional cultural practices.

What insights do the authors provide about the concept of identity?
The authors explore identity as a multifaceted construct influenced by cultural, social, and historical
contexts, emphasizing the dynamic nature of identity formation.

What is the significance of ethics in anthropology as discussed in the
book?
Ethics are highlighted as crucial in anthropological research, guiding how anthropologists engage with
communities, represent cultures, and navigate issues of power and privilege.
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