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even when the practices have been accepted in a society for as long as anyone can 
remember. (See Box 8.1.)

Some people find certain maladaptive practices attractive, because they are 
unaware of or ignore long-term health risks. For instance, the American Academy 
of Dermatology (2018) states that people under the age of 35 who use artificial 
tanning beds increase their risk of malignant melanoma by 59 per cent. Melanoma 
kills more than 10,000 people in North America each year. Not all culture changes 
are beneficial.

THE FUNCTIONS OF CULTURE

Culture has certain functions beyond providing the shared understandings that 
guide people’s behavior. In any society, the culture should provide for the basic needs 
of the group. Specifically, aspects of culture (beliefs and behaviors) should serve to 
support the health and well-being of members and the survival of the culture itself.

Since anthropologists take the perspective of cultural relativism, they avoid judg-
ing cultures based on their own set of values. Doing this would be ethnocentric and 
misguided. However, people who study culture can examine whether aspects of a 
culture are adaptive or maladaptive in an objective way.

TABLE 2.1

Assessing the Adaptiveness of Culture

Health How is the physical and mental health of members? 
Do women get prenatal care to support infant health?

Demographics What do birth and mortality rates say about the longevity 
of members?

Goods and services Can people get what they need when they need it? Is 
there access to clean, safe food and water?

Order Do people feel safe? Are there systems in place for 
effectively dealing with violence?

Enculturation How well does the culture get passed down to the next 
generation?

Note: The more positive the answers are to these questions, the more adaptive a culture is for 
its members.
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