
THE JOURNAL OF
ABNORMAL AND SOCIAL

PSYCHOLOGY

VOL. XXVH OCTOBER-DECEMBEK, 1932 NUMBER 3

CULTUKAL ANTHROPOLOGY AND PSYCHIATRY

BY E. SAPIE
UNIVERSITY

BEFORE we try to establish a more intimate relation between
the problems of cultural anthropology and those of psychia-
try than is generally recognized, it will be well to emphasize

the apparent differences of subject matter and purpose which
seem to separate them as disciplines concerned with human
behavior. In the main, cultural anthropology has emphasized the
group and its traditions in contradistinction to individual vari-
ations of behavior. It aims to discover the generalized forms of
action, thought and feeling which, in their complex interrelated-
ness, constitute the culture of a community. Whether the ultimate
aim of such a study is to establish a typical sequence of institu-
tional forms in the history of man, or to work out a complete
distributional survey of patterns and cultural types over the globe,
or to make an exhaustive descriptive analysis of as many cultures
as possible in order that fundamental sociological laws may be
arrived at, is important, indeed, for the spirit and method of
actual research in the field of human culture. But all these
approaches agree in thinking of the individual as a more or less
passive carrier of tradition or, to speak more dynamically, as the
infinitely variable actualizer of ideas and of modes of behavior
4rhich are implicit in the structure and tradition of a given society.
' I t is what all the individuals of a society have in common in their
mutual relations which is supposed to constitute the true subject
matter of cultural anthropology and sociology. If the testimony
of an individual is set down as such, as often happens in our
anthropological monographs, it is not because of an interest in
the individual himself as a matured and single organism of ideas
but in his assumed typicality for the community as a whole.
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It is true that there are many statements in our ethnological
monographs which, for all that they are presented in general
terms, really rest on the authority of a few individuals, or even of
one individual, who have had to bear testimony for the group as a
whole. Information on kinship systems or rituals or technological
processes or details of social organization or linguistic forms is
not ordinarily evaluated by the cultural anthropologist as a per-
sonal document. He always hopes that the individual informant
is near enough to the understandings and intentions of his society
to report them duly, thereby implicitly eliminating himself as a
factor in the method of research. All realistic field workers in
native custom and belief are more or less aware of the dangers of
such an assumption and, naturally enough, efforts are generally
made to "cheek up" statements received from single individuals.
This is not always possible, however, and so our ethnological
monographs present a kaleidoscopic picture of varying degrees of
generality, often within the covers of a single volume. Thus, that
the Haida Indians of Queen Charlotte Islands were divided into
two exogamic phratries, the Eagles and the Ravens, is a statement
which could, no doubt, be elicited from any normal Haida Indian.
It has very nearly the same degree of impersonality about it that
characterizes the statement that the United States is a republic
governed by a President. It is true that these data about social
and political organization might mean rather different things in
the systems of ideas and fantasies of different individuals or
might, as master ideas, be construed to lead to typically different
forms of action according to whether we studied the behavior of
one individual or of another. But that is another matter. The
fundamental patterns are relatively clear and impersonal. Yet
in many cases we are not so fortunate as in the case of fundamental
outlines of political organization or of kinship terminology or of
house structure. What shall we do, for instance, with the
cosmogonic system of the Bella Coola Indians of British
Columbia? The five superimposed worlds which we learn about
in this system not only have no close parallels among the other
tribes of the Northwest Coast area but have not been vouched for
by any informant other than the one individual from whom Boas
obtained his information. Is this cosmogonic system typical
Bella Coola religious belief? Is it individual fantasy construc-
tion or is it a peculiar individual elaboration on the basis of a
simpler cosmogonic system which belongs to the community as a
whole? In this special instance the individual note obtrudes
itself somewhat embarrassingly. In the main, however, the


