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THE FIELD OF ANTHROPOLOGY

Anthropology is a very large discipline of study. It has to be, considering anthro-
pologists are interested in all aspects of being human, from culture to biology, and 
from every part of the world, throughout all of human history. I get tired just think-
ing about it.

Because the discipline is so large, it is separated into four main fields: cultural 
anthropology, which you’ll learn about in this book; physical or biological anthro-
pology, which looks at humans as biocultural organisms and includes the study 
of inheritance, primates, hominins (early humans and human-like species), and 
human biological diversity; archaeology, the study of past cultures as represented 
by what is left behind; and linguistic anthropology, the study of the relationship 
between language and culture, and how people use language to interact with others. 

Sometimes the field of applied anthropology is considered a fifth field, since it 
uses the methods and skills of anthropology to work with communities to 

help solve problems. Because applied methods and projects exist in each 
of the four fields of anthropology, it is helpful to think of an applied 

component within each subfield. (See Figure 1.2.)

Types of Cultural Anthropology
In North America, our field of study is referred to as cultural anthro-
pology or, sometimes, socio-cultural anthropology. In the United 

Kingdom, it is called social anthropology. These are all synonyms for 
the same set of methods and goals. There are many subfields, which 

include those listed in Table 1.3. Because there are about as many subfields 

TABLE 1.2

Some of the major Components of Culture Addressed in This Book

Component of Culture

Ethnicity Gender and sexuality

Language Political systems

Food procurement and diet Belief systems

Social organization Illness and healing

Economic systems People’s relationship with the environment

Kinship, marriage, and family
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Figure 1.2
THE BRANCHES OF 
ANTHROPOLOGY
This illustration represents 
the four main branches of 
anthropology. Each branch 
also includes an applied 
component.
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