‘Culture and personality’ is the name given to the earliest school of thought in what came to be the subdisciplinary field of psychological anthropology. Its beginnings are associated especially with the great American linguist and anthropologist Edward Sapir (1884—1939). Sapir was influenced by German Gestalt psychologists, who had argued that perception could be understood only when the thing perceived was viewed not as an assemblage of separate elements, but as an organized pattern (Gestalt). So when one looks, for example, at a landscape painting, one sees it not as flat planes of colour laid against one another, but as a whole — ‘a landscape’. This example shows us too why a whole may be more than the sum of its parts and have its own essential properties. In this Gestalt view, meaning was a function of organized patterns, and Sapir applied this idea to his analyses of language and of culture and personality.

Cultural patterns

Sapir was suspicious of the contemporary concept of culture, which he described as ‘tidy tables of contents’ attached to particular groups of people. In an influential 1934 essay he argued that ‘the more fully one tries to understand a culture, the more it seems to take on the characteristics of a personality organization’ (1985 [1949]: 594). The study of the development of personality was Sapir’s solution to the problems posed by the way that, in anthropological accounts, culture ‘can be made to assume the appearance of a closed system of behaviour’ (p. 594). But in fact, ‘vast reaches of culture … are discoverable only as the peculiar property of certain individuals’ (p. 594). He recommended that to understand ‘the complicating patterns and symbolisms of culture’, anthropologists should study child development. From ethnographic data concerning kinship, religion, economy, political authority, etc., Benedict aimed to derive the ‘more or less consistent pattern of thought and action’ that informed and integrated all the practices of daily life in four different ‘cultures’. The Kwakiutl of America’s North West coast, she argued, were characterized by their ‘will to superiority’. This found its most intense expression in the potlatch — the competitive feast in which a man established, for example, his right to a noble title by giving away, and even destroying, such vast quantitities of valuables that he was able to shame, and thus outdo, his rivals.

Like Benedict, Margaret Mead analysed culture and personality in terms of dominant cultural ‘configurations’. Her best known works are studies of adolescence (in Samoa), socialization (in the Manus Islands, Papua New Guinea), and the relation between sex roles and temperament (in three contrasting New Guinea groups). Her Growing Up in .New Guinea (first published in 1930) showed how the children’s world may be separate from that of the adults alongside whom they live, how gender early differentiated the knowledge of boys and girls and how, over time and in the absence of any explicit teaching, the Manus child willy-nilly took on the personality of the Manus adult.

Mead’s work was characterized by comparisons between the lives of the peoples she studied and American life. She used her account of the lives of Manus children to draw out lessons for contemporary American educationalists, urging them to recognize how powerful is tradition and how it threatened ‘American faith in education as the universal panacea’ (1975 [1930]: 196).

Basic and modal personality

Later research was increasingly influenced by Freud’s psychoanalysis, certain features of which were taken up by other culture and personality theorists and combined with behaviourist social learning theory. The psychoanalyst Abram Kardiner and the anthropologist Ralph Linton were key figures here. Their The Individual and His •Society (1939) criticized the configura-tional approach as being too broad and vague, and put forward the idea of ‘basic personality structure’.

Kardiner and Linton argued that, while culture and personality were similarly integrated, there was a specific causal relationship between them. They distinguished between ‘primary institutions’, which produce the basic personality structure, and ‘secondary institutions’ which were the product of the basic personality structure itself. The primary institutions were taken as ‘given’, the product of adaptation to a particular environment; they included social organization, technology and child-training practices. In the course of growing up, the child adapted to these institutions, but this process itself produced shared, unconscious conflicts and anxieties which were given form in projective systems — i.e. the secondary institutions such as religion and ritual.

Cora Du Bois modified this theory with her concept of ‘modal personality’, which did not assume that a certain personality structure is common to all members of a society, but that it is the most frequent. Du Bois’s data were derived from participant observation, the results of projective tests and detailed biographies of adults (see Du Bois 1961 [1944]). Projective tests — primarily the Rorschach inkblot and the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) — were also used by other culture and personality theorists in what came to be known as ‘national character’ studies.

Untenable assumptions

As Bock (1980: 97-101) has pointed out, all the early work on culture and personality rested on five basic assumptions: that childhood experience determined adult personality; that a single personality type characterized each society; that a particular shared basic or modal personality gave rise to a particular cultural institution; that projective tests developed in the West could be used elsewhere; and that anthropologists were ‘objective’, free of ethnocentric bias.

Each of these assumptions left culture and personality theorists open to criticism, for each assumption itself required empirical investigation. For example, only longitudinal studies of the same persons throughout their lives could actually establish the extent to which very early experience gave rise to adult personality. And what if personality varies as much or more within society as it does across societies? However,

Perhaps the most telling criticism came from within the culture and personality school itself. Melford E. Spiro … argued that the school had failed to clarify its two central concepts, and that most culture and personality work was necessarily circular because ‘the development of personality and the acquisition of culture are one and the same process’ … Instead of seeking causal relationships between personality and culture, we should try to overcome the ‘false dichotomy’ that separates them into mutually exclusive categories.

Thus the cross-cultural studies of John W.M. Whiting and his colleagues, while they still came within the domain of culture and personality, attempted to test specific hypotheses concerning, for example, the relation between child-rearing practices and puberty rituals for boys. So, for instance, the co-occurrence of long post-partum taboos on sexual intercourse between parents and exclusive mother-infant sleeping arrangements might produce at once a strong identification between son and mother, and hostility between son and father. Whiting et al. (1958) argued that their correlational study showed that where these two customs were found together, puberty rituals for boys were likely to be elaborate, and to involve operations such as circumcision. Their ‘psychogenic’ explanation was that the rituals helped resolve the profound Oedipus complex induced by the child-rearing practices.

Because of their scope, correlational studies across cultures contained little in the way of detailed material concerning the meanings that different peoples gave for their own practices, nor did they investigate their different concepts of the person, of the child, or of mind. Rather, theorists took for granted an idea of the person as constituted through an interaction between biological and cultural variables — an idea that may have been greatly at odds with the idea of the person held by those who were the objects of their studies.

The notion that anthropologists were justified in assuming that they might use their own culturally constituted concepts to ‘explain’ other people’s behaviour continued to pervade culture and personality studies throughout the 1970s and 1980s. So Robert A. LeVine, introducing an edited collection published in 1974, described culture and personality research as follows: ‘Its province, though not sharply bounded, may be defined as the interrelations between the life cycle, psychological functioning and malfunctioning, and social and cultural institutions’ (1974: 2).

Nevertheless, LeVine’s book included a section entitled ‘cultural influence in individual experience: emic views of normal and abnormal behaviour’. Here the papers were concerned not with cross-cultural comparison, but with an attempt to explain the culture-specific logic that integrated categories in particular domains of meaning. So, for example, Hildred Geertz showed how Javanese children learned ‘shame’ and ‘respect’ as aspects of a complex of emotional states and the behaviour in which these states were manifested; and Dorothy Eggan analysed Hopi dream experiences in terms of Hopi ideas of the psyche and how they implicated Hopi cosmology.

This focus on the ideas held by cultural actors, on ‘systems of meaning’, came to dominate anthropology during the 1970s and 1980s and ‘culture and personality’ gave way to the larger and more inclusive project of psychological anthropology. In 1951 Melford Spiro had argued that the person is not merely conditioned by culture, rather culture is incorporated into the individual via the psychodynamic processes of identification and internalization. Thus, when contemporary theorists discuss culture and personality, they are likely to attempt to integrate ideas such as Spiro’s with a model of cognitive functioning, for example that offered by ^schema theory (see D’Andrade 1990).

Cultural schemas

Cultural schemas (or schemata) are mental representations of prototypical events, behaviours and things; these schemas define for the person the nature of any situation in which he or she is involved. Roy D’Andrade has argued that cultural schemas structure how emotion is experienced and what goals are followed. Summarizing his ideas of the ‘overlap’ between culture and personality, he writes:

Some cultural values appear to be incorporated into the individual’s superego – to become part of the individual’s deepest sense of what is right. Some cultural symbols appear to have unconscious meaning and under certain conditions apparently become an important part of an individual’s identity. And some … cultural schemata appear to be internalized by most individuals and to function as general goal systems or motives.

This formulation is not perhaps so very different from Sapir’s original idea of unconscious ‘patterns’ in language, but it does not take up his observation that, from the point of view of a child, ‘culture is . not something given but something to be gradually and gropingly discovered’ and that ‘the child will unconsciously accept the various elements of culture with entirely different meanings, according to the biographical conditions that attend their introduction to him’ (D’Andrade 1990: 596).

In other words, ‘cultural schemas’ have to be constituted by children and, in this process, will necessarily be transformed. Thus studies of exactly how particular children constitute their ideas of themselves and the world still offer the best means for understanding continuity and change in ‘culture’ over time, but by and large these studies still remain to be done.

