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The Epistemology 
of.Cultural Materialism 

. EMPIRICAL SCIENCE, then, is the foundation of the cultural
materialist way of knowing. But merely to propose that our strategy 
should aim at meeting the criteria for scientific knowledge is to say very 
little about how scientific knowledge of the sociocultural field of inquiry 
can be acquired. When human beings are the objects of study, the 
would-be scientist is soon bedeviled by a unique quandary. Alone 
among the things and organisms studied by science, the human "ob
ject" is also a subject; the "objects" have well-developed thoughts about 
their own and other people's thoughts and behavior. Moreover, because 
of the mutual translatability of all human languages, what people think 
about their thoughts and behavior can be learned through questions 
and answers. What does a Bathonga call his mother? "Mamani." 
When does a Maring slaughter his pigs? "When the sacred tree has 
grown." Why are these Yanomamo men setting out to war? "To take 
vengeance on those who have stolen our women." Why is this Kwakiutl 
chief distributing blankets? "To shame his rivals." 

No aspect of a research strategy more decisively characterizes it 
than the way in which it treats the relationship between what people 
say and think as subjects and what they say and think and do as objects 
of scientific inquiry. 
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knowledge of the two realms. If materialists wish to solve this problem, 
I think that they must deal not with "real" and "unreal" but with two 
different sets of distinctions-first, the distinction between mental and 
behavioral events, and sec�nd, the distinction between emic and etic 
events. I shall take these up in turn. 

Mental and Behavioral Fields 

THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY of human social life must concern itsdf 
equally with two radically different kinds of phenomena. On the one 
hand, there are the activities that constitute. the human behavior 
stream-all the body motions and environmental effects produced by 
such motions, large and small, of all the human beings who have ever 
lived. On the other hand, there are all the thoughts and feelings that 
we human beings experience within our minds. The fact that distinc
tive operations must be used to make scientifically credible statements 
about each realm guarantees the distinctiveness of each realm. To 
describe the universe of human mental experiences, one must employ 
· operations capable of discovering what people are thinking about. But
to describe body motions and the external effects produced by body
motions, one does not have to find out what is going on inside people's
heads-at least this is not necessary if one adopts the epistemological
stance of cultural materialism.

The distinction between mental and behavioral events moves us
only halfway toward the solution of Marx and Engels' quandary. There
remains the fact that the thoughts and behavior of the participants can
be viewed from two different perspectives: from the perspective of the
participants themselves, and from the perspective of the observers. In
both instances scientific-that is, objective-accounts of the mental
and behavioral fields are possible. But in the first instance, the observers
employ concepts and distinctions meaningful and appropriate to the
participants; while in the second instance, they employ concepts and
distinctions meaningful and appropriate to the observers. If the criteria
of empirical replicability and testability are met, either perspective may
lead to a knowledge of "real," nonimaginary mental and behavioral
events, although the accounts rendered may be divergent.
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quite consciously-for example, rules of etiquette, ·sports, religious ritu
als, bureaucracies, and governments. Black's notion of what constitutes 
authentic "ethnosemantic work" would also seem to exclude sociologi
cal surveys and opinion polls, whose findings have merely to be tabu
lated in order to achieve structural significance. Perhaps the fact that 
most cognitivists (see Chapter 9) have not concerned themselves with 
manifest hypostatic ideological structures reflects their predilection for 
dealing with esoteric and politically trivial emic phenomena such as 
ethnobotanical and kin terminological distinctions. 

Mental Etics and Behavioral Emics 

IF THE TERMS "emic" and "etic" are not redundant with respect 
to the terms "mental" and "behavioral," there should be four objective 
operationally definable domains in the sociocultural field of inquiry*: 

Ernie Etic
Behavioral ITTI:J 
Mental �

To illustrate with the example of the sacred cow: 

I Ernie/Behavioral.- "No calves are starved to death." 
II £tic/Behavioral: "Male calves are starved to death." 
III Ernie/Mental.- "All calves have the right to life." 
IV £tic/Mental: "Let 'the male calves starve to death when feed is 

scarce. "

The epistemological status of domains I and IV creates the thorni
est problems. What is the locus of the reality of the emic behavioral 
statement, "No calves are starved to death"? Does this statement refer 
to something that is actually in the behavior stream, or is it merely a 
belief about the behavior stream t-hat exists only inside of the heads of 
the Indian farmers? Similarly, what is the locus of the reality of the etic 
mental rule: "Let the male calves starve to death when feed is scarce"? 
Does this rule exist inside the heads of the farmers, or is it merely 

*I am indebted to Brian Ferguson for this clarification.
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successful translation of a foreign speech act is facilitated by the collab
oration of a native informant, what the observers intend to find out is 
which linguistic structures inside their own heads have more or less the 
same meaning as the utterances in the behavior stream of the foreign 
actors. Thus the translation amounts to the imposition of the observers' 
semantic categories on the foreign speech acts. The observers have in 
effect enlarged their competence to include both languages, and hence 
they can proceed to identify the surface meanings of foreign speech 
acts as freely as native speakers of English are able to identify the 
surface meanings of the English speech acts listed above. 

The Emics of the Observer 

PARTISANS of idealist strategies seek to subvert the materialist 
effort by claiming that "all knowledge is ultimately 'emic' " (Fisher and 
Werner, 1978:198). The allegation is that in the name of demystifying 
the nature of social life, the observers merely substitute one brand of 
illusion for another. After all, who are the "observers"? Why should 
their categories and beliefs be more credible than those of the actors? 
The answer to these questions is entirely dependent on whether one 
accepts the scientific way of knowing as having some special advantages 
over other ways of knowing. To deny the validity of etic descriptions 
is in effect to deny the possibility of a social science capable of explain
ing sociocultural similarities and differences. To urge that the etics of 
scientific observers is merely one among an infinity of other emics
the emics of Americans and Chinese, of women and men, of blacks and 
Puerto Ricans, of Jews and Hindus, of rich and poor, and of young and 
old-is to urge the surrender of our intellects to the supreme mystifica
tion of total relativism. 

True, the practitioners of science do not constitute a community 
apart from the rest of humanity, and we are filled with prejudices, 
preconceptions, and hidden agendas. But the way to correct errors 
resulting from the value-laden nature of our activity is to demand that 
we struggle against oµr strategic competitors and critics of all sorts to 
improve our accounts of social life, to produce better theories, and to 
achieve higher, not lower, levels of objectivity with respect to both the 
emics and etics of mental and behavioral phenomena. Once again we 
must ask: "What is the alternative?" 
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Speech 
Material traits 
Art 

Knowledge 
Religion 
Society 

Property 
Government 
War 

Both epistemological and theoretical problems abound in Wissler's 
scheme. Note, for example, that the separately listed "material traits" 
-by which he meant such things as tools, buildings, clothing, and
containers-are logically present in at least art, religion, property, gov
ernment, and war; that "knowledge" must occur in all the other ru
brics; that there are such glaring omissions as "economy," "subsist
ence," "ecology," "demography"; and finally, that it is dubious that
"war" and "religion" are universal traits. These defects flow from
Wissler's failure to specify the epistemological status of the rubrics in
terms of taxonomic principles that would justify the contraction or
expansion of the list by reference to systemic structural relationships
among its components.

Murdock's Categories 

THE RUBRICS under which entries in George Peter Murdock's 
World Ethnographic Atlas (1967) are arranged share the same defects. 
In the computer punch card version of the atlas, these are the compo
nents of sociocultural systems: 

Subsistence economy 
Mode of marriage 
Family organization 
Marital residence 
Community organization 
Patrilineal kin groups and 

exogamy 
Matrilineal kin groups and 

exogamy 
Cognatic kin groups 
Cousin marriage 
Kinship terminology for first 

cousms 

Type and intensity of 
agriculture 

Settlement pattern 
Mean size of local communi-

ties 
Jurisdictional hierarchy 
High gods 
Types of games 
Postpartum sex taboos 
Male genital mutilations 
Segregation of adolescent boys 
Metal working 
Weaving 
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The commitment to the emics of mental life actually extends to the 
remaining five items as well, however, since in Talcott Parsons's theory 
of action, every aspect of social life must be approached from the 
standpoint of the actor's mental goals, thoughts, feelings, and values. 
The idealist bias here is also painfully evident in the proposal that 
shared cognitive orientations and shared articulated sets of goals are 
functional prerequisites for sodal survival, when as a matter of fact 
there is overwhelming evidence to the contrary, not only from complex 
state societies divided by bitter clas�, ethnic, and regional conflict, but 
in very simple societies as well, where sex and age antagonisms bespeak 
of fundamentally opposed value orientations. Note also the lack of 
concern with production, reproduction, exchange, and consumption
demographic and economic categories that cannot easily be crammed 
into "adequate relationship to the environment and sexual recruit
ment." Production, exchange, and consumption are not merely rela
tionships with the environment; they denote relationships among peo
ple as well. Moreover, from retrospective comments made by Parsons 
(1970), the absence of "economy" in this scheme can only be under
stood as a visceral rejection of any form of Marxist determinism. 

Universal Pattern in Cultural Materialist Strategy 

THE UNIVERSAL structure of sociocultural systems posited by 
cultural materialism rests on the biological and psychological constants 
of human nature, and on the distinction between thought and behavior 
and emics and etics. To begin with, each society must cope with the 
problems of production-behaviorally satisfying minimal requirements 
for subsistence; hence there must be an etic behavioral mode of produc- · 
tion. Second, each society must behaviorally cope with the problem of 
reproduction-avoiding destructive increases or decreases in popula
tion size; hence there must be an etic behavioral mode of reproduction. 
Third, each society must cope with the necessity of maintaining secure 
and orderly behavioral relationships among its constituent groups and 
with other societies. In conformity with mundane and practical consid� 
erations, cultural materialists see the threat of disorder arising primarily 
from the economic processes which allocate labor and the material 
products of labor to individuals and groups. Hence, depending on 
whether the focus of organization is on domestic groups or the internal 
and external relationships of the whole society, one may infer the 






