
3CHAPTER 1: InTROduCTIOn TO CulTuRAl AnTHROPOlOgy

it highlights the importance in cultural anthropology for many of its practitioners 
not only to understand but also to collaborate with the people they study in order 
to seek solutions. Finally, it brings together several important aspects of this book 
that are all tied together: the production of food, sustainable environments and life-
styles, social inequity, and the practice of cultural anthropology.

This book focuses on cultural anthropology, emphasizing the thoughts, feel-
ings, beliefs, behaviors, and products of human societies—that is, culture. Cultural 
anthropology tends to focus on living cultures, since the main way that cultural 
anthropologists learn about people is by living and working among them. As an 
area of social science, cultural anthropology also seeks patterns of behavior, placing 
people’s thoughts and actions within a larger context. This analysis of what people 
have, think, and do is the main product of this kind of work.

Cultural anthropologists undertake a period of research called fieldwork in order 
to insert themselves in the midst of the people they wish to work among, with, and 
for. The process of doing and analyzing fieldwork is referred to as ethnography, 
as is the product of that fieldwork in the form of a book, essay, dissertation, or 
film. Fieldwork may take place in a village in the desert, a settlement high in the 

Figure 1.1
YOUNG GIRLS AT 
HOLI CELEBRATION
Festivals, such as the 
Holi celebration in India, 
bring people together as 
a community. They are an 
important part of cultural 
tradition. These young 
girls are waiting to be 
sprayed with water after 
playing in brightly colored 
pigment during Holi.
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