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a foreign concept to Samoans. A woman alone was
viewed as a taboo presence. Once discovering this
belief, Kingsley proved able to circumvent the prob-
lem. When she needed to travel, she would tell the
Samoans that she was looking for her husband and
point in the direction she wished to travel. By present-
ing herself as a married woman wishing to reunite
with her spouse, she conformed to the social structure
established by the Samoan language. With Samoans
now happy to facilitate her reunion, Kingsley
regained her ability to move throughout the country.

Demographer David Helin notes that failing to
consider the relative nature of culture can prove
costly. Many American businesses have learned this
lesson the hard way. For example, ethnocentrism
blinded General Motors to the reasons behind the
poor international sales of its Chevrolet Nova.
Within Spanish-speaking nations, the automobile’s
name Nova translated to the phrase “No Go.” A sim-
ilar disaster befell American chicken mogul Frank
Purdue. While his slogan “It Takes a Tough Man to
Make a Tender Chicken” enjoyed success in the
United States, when translated to Spanish, Purdue’s
slogan became “A Sexually Excited Man Will Make
a Chicken Affectionate.” With these examples, we
learn the importance of avoiding simple translation
of one’s ideas to cultures with different meaning
systems.

The Moral Debate

The objectivity to which cultural relativists aspire is
admirable for some. Yet, many feel that the method
introduces problems of its own. For example, Robert
Edgerton asks, If practices such as cannibalism, infan-
ticide, genital mutilation, genocide, and suicide
bombings are normative to a particular cultural con-
text, does that make them right? The cultural relativist
position, taken to its extreme, would frame events
such as the Holocaust, the 9/11 attacks, torture at Abu
Ghraib, and ethnic cleansing in Darfur as normative to
the cultures from which they emerge and, thus,
morally justifiable. Edgerton supports the notion of
objective evaluation. But he also argues that once
such data are gathered, researchers must carefully
review their findings. If a culture’s values, beliefs, and
behaviors are different yet beneficial and adaptive,
then they must be respected. But according to
Edgerton’s point of view, if values, beliefs, and behav-

iors endanger people’s health, happiness, or survival,

ranking cultures in terms of their moral health
becomes necessary.

Karen Cerulo

See also Cultural Values; Ethnocentrism; Relative
Deprivation
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CuLTURAL VALUES

The notion of “cultural values” brings together two
powerful social science concepts to produce a concept
that is seductive yet slippery and contentious. It is
seductive in that it purports to explain or interpret
human behavior, especially differences in behavior
between groups, through an emphasis on how human
lives are also differently valued moral lives. It accom-
plishes this through deploying the concept of value as
that which makes people conceive of what is right,
beautiful, and good and, hence, what is desirable.
Thus, groups with behavioral differences are viewed
as different because of differing values or cultural val-
ues. The concept of value becomes further sharpened
by distinguishing the desirable from the desired; the
former is based on a strong notion of moral justifica-
tion, whereas the latter restrictively refers to nothing
more than a preference. Such an emphasis on value as
valuable for the understanding of social action assures
a critical space for cultural approaches to human
behavior as distinct from conventional sociological,
political, and economic approaches, which emphasize
social institutions, social relations, power, and market
or nonmarket commodity transactions.

Nevertheless, the carefully crafted notion of value,
when qualified as cultural value, quickly becomes
slippery and contentious when used uncritically.

Whereas intense debate over the precise scope,
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meaning, and valence of the concept “culture,” espe-
cially within the discipline of anthropology and the
sociology of culture, makes its users mindful of over-
stating its explanatory value, the same cannot be said
for the concept “cultural value.” While debate over
cultural values usefully seeks to distinguish between
moral evaluation and factual cognition, or between
the desirable and the desired, seldom does one
encounter questions as to whether and how values
relate to structures of power. For example, can one
indeed separate a cultural value from, say, a political
value? Those knowledgeable in social and anthropo-
logical thought have pointed out that to value is to
introduce hierarchy. Hence, values are very much
political, concerned with the organization of power
and inequality by definition. In what sense, then, can
a value be cultural? In other words, the problem with
the concept “cultural values” is not that people do not
operate with values that influence their actions, but
rather that it is difficult to demonstrate what exactly is
a cultural value, and hence it is intellectually mislead-
ing to assume that this is self-evident. That such fun-
damental distinctions are not clear in the use of the
term is not due to an oversight in the development of
the concept but is more a result of overstating the case
for cultural values by treating the concept “cultural”
uncritically. Consequently, it fatally leaves open fun-
damental questions about its own explanatory or inter-
pretive validity.

Even a cursory appreciation of the debates around
culture (taking this to be somewhat more problematic
than the use of the term value by itself) ought to, at
least minimally, caution us against using the term cul-
tural values easily. This entry first delineates the
development of the concept “culture,” then highlights
examples of how cultural values frame popular dis-
courses on social problems, and finally poses the
problem of human rights as an example of how cul-
tural values may not be the best way to look at social
problems. Throughout this entry, the term cultural
values is viewed as problematic.

Culture has surely earned its place among the most
difficult terms in history. Etymologically related to the
sense of cultivate as in agri-culture, this early sense of
culture denoted an activity, a production (one needs to
work on cultivation), and simultaneously a product or
set of products—the cultivated or cultured artifacts.
However, this dual sense was gradually repressed
over the following 2 centuries as 18th- and 19th-
century European theorists of the cultural “Other”

emphasized only the sense of culture as product.
Culture came to be viewed as a kind of property that
humans possessed (or not) and in varying degrees.
It is crucial to note that these latter theorizations
were intimately associated with the experience of
Europeans with colonialism in the Americas, Asia,
and Africa, and the emergence of new forms of class
divisions and patriarchy within European societies.

This classic notion of culture, most clearly repre-
sented by the 19th-century English literary critic
Mathew Arnold, held that culture referred to the best
achievements and thoughts of humans, in short the set
of perfect values or perfection itself that emerged
from a people. This, of course, left the issue of who
decides what is perfection or what is the best of val-
ues relatively unexamined, leading to a notion of
“high culture” and its obverse, “low culture,” that
proved useful for the civilizing mission of colonialism
as well as for the ruling elites in any society. Culture,
in the Arnoldian sense, was then viewed as “property
of the few,” as some people were deemed to have
more of it than others, and a large number of wretched
were thought not to have any of it at all. Notions of
“savage” and “barbarian” as the opposite of ‘“civi-
lized” were strengthened in this view of culture. More
generally, culture came to mean the finer products of .
any group, specifically referring to the products in the
realm of ruling-class understandings of art, music,
literature, dance, poetry, sculpture, and so on.

It was in this classic context that some anthropolo-
gists explicitly developed another notion of culture as
distinct from the elitist notions of culture. At least
three breaks (or waves) can be identified over the next
century or so. The first break in the mid-19th century
was symbolized by the Tylorian view of culture as an
all-inclusive term for all human beliefs and behavio!
that are learned rather than inherited biologically. -
Culture in this sense was an entire way of life—
beliefs, practices, ideals, norms, and values th
spanned the economic, political, kinship, religious,
and aesthetics. One still possessed culture, and hence
culture was still viewed as property, except that cul~#
ture was now considered as a property of all. All have
culture, albeit of different kinds. Such a notion of cul%
ture as an entire way of life contained an evolutio
sense, as now there were “‘primitive” cultures
advanced ones—qualitative evaluation rather than ¢
quantitative measure. This sense of culture was 1t
ther developed in a nonevolutionary direction by-#
Boasian anthropological enterprise, which sen¢
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built up “scientific” ways to study different cultures.
Notably, the Boasian sense of cultures, in the plural,
assumed cultural difference along the same racial
lines it was designed to refute, leading to a problem of
the culturalization of race, wherein culture comes to
play the same classificatory function as the now sci-
entifically dubious notion of race played. Thus, what
distinguishes one race or ethnicity or nationality from
another is its purported culture, and also, what distin-
guishes one culture from another is its different race,
ethnicity, or nationality. This problematic with the
Boasian notion of culture continues despite the fact
that it strenuously distinguished biological ideas of
race from culture.

A second break from the classical view of culture
distinguished the cultural from other aspects of life.
Culture acquired its own experiential and analytical
sharpness, and this move was akin to the earlier
Durkheimian carving out of a special space for “the
social.” This break was best exemplified by Clifford
Geertz, who used culture to refer to those human
activities specifically engaged with meaning con-
struction via symbols. According to Geertz, humans
are suspended in a web of meaning that we have spun
ourselves, and this web is culture. The Geertzian turn
made it possible for culture (in the singular) to be
viewed widely not as a property that one has or not,
but as an aspect of living, an ordinary condition of
being for all humans. We thus have two different
notions—cultures and culture. The former refers to
groups that are culturally different, whereas the latter
refers to an aspect of how all humans live.

Although the Geertzian understanding of culture suc-
ceeds brilliantly in demarcating a distinct realm of cul-
ture as concerned with meaning, it failed to answer
some questions. Whose web was it? Who makes the
web? Do all people who are suspended in it contribute
equally to its production? Most important, Geertz’s
view was critiqued for not taking into account the—fact
that culture was not only a product—the web—or a pro-
duction—the weaving of the web but actually a struggle
or a contest over production. In other words, the
Geertzian emphasis on culture as shared unfortunately
masked the fact of power, as culture is not simply shared
by all within its boundaries but is actually a dynamic site
of contestation over meanings including the question of
cultural group boundaries. Consequently, over the past 2
decades, we have seen a third break from the classical
view of culture that has now made the notion of differ-
ent cultures itself problematic.

In this third break, a culture is no longer assumed
to be a group that shares a cultural way of life.
Instead, culture (the activity) and culture (the group)
are viewed as constituted by power (struggles over
meaning making), thus making margins and borders
between cultures blurred or contested, highlighting
interstitial spaces, making the hybrid into the normal
condition of being, and turning the focus of anthropol-
ogists to the process of Othering rather than simply
the study of the already existing Other. It is now a
“normal” anthropology (in the Kuhnian sense) that
speaks of the production of the Self and the Other and
hence views culture itself as a production of, among
other things, difference. Difference is thus histori-
cized and shown as both constitutive of and consti-
tuted by group formation and identities in such a
discourse of culture. An example of such a use of the
term culture is that of the Mexican anthropologist
Nestor Garcia Canclini, who views culture as the
social production of meaning through symbolic
(semiotic) representation of material structures to
understand, reform, and transform the social system.
Culture is thus a dynamic concept that reminds us that
claims of tradition are always constructed through
sites of power and struggle over meanings.

Returning to the concept of “cultural values,” we
see that this concept is used popularly as an explana-
tory device for a wide range of social problems, such
as poverty, modernization, ethnic and religious con-
flict, gender and racial inequality, and, most recently,
democratization. Despite being roundly critiqued for
their scholarly content, many theses based on cultural
values abound in the popular imagination. Examples
of such theses include the Huntington thesis, or the
clash of civilizations thesis, which invokes cultural
values in the guise of civilizational units to explain all
kinds of conflict on a world scale; the culture of
poverty thesis, which holds the value-based actions
and decision-making behavior of the poor as explana-
tions for their poverty; the modernization thesis,
which identifies “backward,” or the more euphemisti-
cally termed traditional, values of people in develop-
ing countries as the shackles that prevent them from
enjoying the fruits of modernization and modernity;
and the endless discussions on gender and racial dif-
ferences that, while taking care not to seemingly biol-
ogize gender or naturalize race, actually come very
close to doing so by speaking in particular ways of the
essentially different values embraced by men and

women, or by members of so-called different and
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hence separate races. The most dubious and perni-
cious misuse of the concept is in the debates over
family values, where no awareness seemingly exists
about the constructed nature of any such claims, 1t a]l
seems to naturally flow from an unspecified human
nature that is insidiously raced, classed, and gendered.

None of these uses of the term cultural values take
account of the intellectual backdrop of the term cul-
ture discussed earlier in this entry. The term cultural
in the notion “cultural value” operates in two senses—
as an aspect of life (connected with production of
meanings) and as a reference to the basis of group dif-
ference. In this discourse of cultural values, each
group is assumed to share a cultural way of being or
values, and groups are differentiated from each other
purportedly on the basis of these given values. Both of
these are problematic assumptions. In other words,
cultural values, by definition, are never universal.
They are always particular because they are associ-
ated with groups of people who supposedly operate as
a group because they share cultural values.

Such a formulation of the self-evident existence of
cultural groups (based on different cultural values)
has led to intense debates over the claim to cultural
rights, especially in the context of more universalizing
human rights. This debate is crucial in an era of glob-
alization where borders seem to be crossed with
impunity by flows of finance, goods, services, and
images, even as they are newly (re)erected as barriers
to the flow of people viewed as cultural Others and
the diversity of interpretations of what it means to be
democratic. In such a context, social problems such as
child labor or female genital mutilation get to be
viewed too easily as differences of cultural values of
cultural groups. The dual pitfalls of ethnocentrism or
plain bigotry, and its obverse of cultural relativism,
both share the assumption that these problems are
indeed manifestations of cultural values as opposed to
sociopolitical and economic problems. While the for-
mer position condemns such practices based on a
racist and bigoted prejudging of all cultures different
from one’s own, the latter position majestically
refuses to condemn even those practices that
oppressed members within any cultural group strug-
gle against. The result is that particular groups are
assumed to be the cultural Others of a panoptic Self
that only observes and is never observed. Both ethno-
centrism and cultural relativism share dubious
assumptions about culture and social problems. Both
of them are incapable of implicating the Self in the
degradation of the Other. While one is triumphalist in

proclaiming its own superiority, the other is many
times a weak call for viewing all practices with equa-
nimity and ultimately runs into both ethical and logi-
cal problems,

Alternative approaches call for understanding such
social problems as the effects of historically con- _
structed and contingent struggles over meanings and f"#
material control of economic, political, and legal con- e
ditions of existence of culturally hybrid groups. The
problem then becomes one of viewing cultural values
as serious and discursive claims rather than actually
existing facts of social life. Consequently, the task
becomes one of evaluating claims to cultural rights in
the context of how group norms are shaped in com-
plex ways by power differentials within and between
groups, and how dispositions to act are cultivated
among individuals experiencing power and values in
ways that are difficult to separate in the din of every-
day life.

Balmurli Natrajan

See also Cultural Relativism; Culture of Poverty; Culture
Wars; Ethnocentrism; Postmodernism; Power; Values
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CuULTURE OF DEPENDENCY

A culture of dependency is defined as a type of culture
that relies upon, and comes to expect, state benefits
and other support to maintain it. Overall the usage is
best related to the neoconservative supply-side view
of welfare in the 1990s. The argument of a culture of
dependency assumes the position that entitlements
lead to poverty by reducing the work ethic and regen-
erating dependency on state benefits. Following the
lead of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan in the
1980s, political attacks on a culture of dependency in
Europe’s social democratic states began with Tony
Blair in Great Britain and Gerhard Schréder in
Germany in the 1990s.

In the United States, policies reducing welfare pay-
outs by the Ronald Reagan administration and, later,
Bill Clinton’s welfare reform bill of 1996, titled
Temporary Aid for Needy Families (TANF), were
predicated on the concept of changing a culture of
dependency. Along with TANF, the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act was passed to reduce welfare dependency and
encourage work. The policies required individuals to
become ““job ready” and work to be eligible for welfare
benefits. Between 1996 and 2002 there were 4.7 mil-
lion fewer welfare-dependent Americans as defined by
having 50 percent or more of a family’s income com-
ing from TANF, food stamps, or Supplemental Social
Insurance. The U.S. welfare reform laws also limit
cash awards to 5 years.

The attack on welfare and a culture of dependency
occurred as Western countries moved toward neolib-
eralism, fiscal conservatism, and free-market strate-
gies. Along with attempts at reducing the size of
government in Western nations came an emphasis on
decentralization and deregulation. The 1994 conser-
vative U.S. Congress played a key role in the philos-
ophy of welfare reform and the attack on the idea of a

culture of dependency. The policies of workfare were
a result of this critique of dependency culture.

Welfare Reform and the Third way

The culture of dependency argument holds that
chronic low income among entitlement recipients
results from welfare benefits and not personal inade-
quacies. The generosity of the welfare state reduces
self-reliance and responsibility. The main ideas of this
perspective originated with the concept of a culture of
poverty argument in the 1960s, along with debates on
the existence of an underclass in the 1980s. Both held
that poverty in third world countries and poor commu-
nities in developed countries rested on a set of behav-
iors learned inside those poor communities. The
culture of dependency argument draws on historical
attacks on welfare, with a central focus on the unde-
serving poor and abuse of entitlements. According to
advocates of the culture of dependency argument,
welfare reduces the will of individuals to work. Other
aspects of the argument are that welfare causes a
decline in family values linked to child illegitimacy
and a rise in the number of single-parent families. The
assumption is that, when faced with opportunity, indi-
viduals with entitlements will not work if it requires
too much effort to secure a small rise in income.

Social theorists identify a culture of dependency
with other social problems, including family break-
down, addiction, and educational failure. Those criti-
cal of socialist welfare states and entitlements make
the argument that the welfare state leads to passive
actors and inhibits enterprise among dependents. The
welfare reforms of the 1990s thus evolved with ideas
of creating a new contract making recipients account-
able, while using market solutions to end poverty.
Supporters of the doctrine of the Third Way argue for
a smaller role for the state, while emphasizing
accountability and personal responsibility. They argue
for a stakeholder approach to entitlements where the
state does not guarantee long-term support. In
Australia and New Zealand, social reforms also led to
critical responses to the welfare state and the culture
of dependency.

Critics of the Culture of
Dependency Argument

Critics of this stance argue that welfare has not

created dependency as much as it has produced an
isolated population with few options. They point to



