
Culture and Personality 
Introduction 
The Culture and Personality school of thought in anthropology explores the 
relationship between individual personality patterns and cultural systems. It 
emerged in the early 20th century, largely in American anthropology, as a response 
to the need for more psychological understanding of how cultures shape and are 
shaped by human behavior. 

This school of thought is closely linked to the Boasian tradition, which emphasized 
cultural relativism and historical particularism. Thinkers such as Ruth Benedict, 
Margaret Mead, Ralph Linton, Abram Kardiner, and Cora Du Bois offered 
significant insights into how culture and personality interact. 

1. Historical Background 
The Culture and Personality school of anthropology emerged in the interwar 
period, roughly between the 1920s and 1950s, primarily in the United States but 
with intellectual echoes in Europe and Asia. It arose out of a growing desire among 
anthropologists to understand how cultural environments shape human 
thought, emotion, and behavior—not just in terms of social structures and norms, 
but through the individual psyche. 

A Convergence of Two Major Disciplines 

This approach was an attempt to bridge two powerful traditions that had, until 
then, developed largely independently: 

●​ Cultural Anthropology, especially as developed by Franz Boas, which 
emphasized that human behavior is shaped by learned cultural traditions 
rather than racial or biological inheritance. 

●​ Psychoanalysis, especially that of Sigmund Freud, which focused on the 
unconscious mind, internal conflicts, and early childhood experiences as 
central to personality development. 

Anthropologists working in this tradition sought to answer questions like: 

●​ Do different cultures produce different types of personalities? 

●​ How do child-rearing practices influence adult character? 

●​ Can psychological theories be applied cross-culturally? 
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Key Influences and Intellectual Roots 

1. Franz Boas: The Father of American Anthropology 

Franz Boas (1858–1942), a German-born American anthropologist, laid the 
foundation for the Culture and Personality school through his emphasis on cultural 
relativism and historical particularism. 

●​ Boas argued that no culture is superior to another and that each society 
must be understood on its own terms. 

●​ He opposed theories of biological determinism and instead stressed the 
importance of environment, history, and experience in shaping human 
behavior. 

2. Sigmund Freud: Unconscious Drives and Childhood Experience 

Freud’s psychoanalytic theory had a profound impact on early anthropologists, 
especially through his focus on: 

●​ The unconscious mind 

●​ Infantile sexuality 

●​ Family dynamics (e.g., the Oedipus complex) 

●​ Repression and neurosis 

Freud had already attempted to apply his theories cross-culturally, as seen in 
“Totem and Taboo” (1913), where he explored the roots of religion, social order, 
and incest taboos in so-called “primitive” societies. Though controversial and 
speculative, this work sparked the idea that psychological mechanisms might be 
culturally expressed in different forms. 

3. Early Ethnography: Deep Immersion in Local Life 

The Culture and Personality theorists were also shaped by the ethnographic 
revolution in anthropology. Inspired by participant observation and fieldwork, 
anthropologists now lived within the communities they studied. 

●​ Instead of viewing “other” cultures through armchair speculation, they began 
documenting how people raised children, resolved conflict, expressed 
emotions, and made sense of life. 

●​ This approach was heavily influenced by pioneers like Bronisław 
Malinowski (in the Trobriands) and A.R. Radcliffe-Brown (in the Andaman 
Islands), who emphasized empirical fieldwork. 
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However, unlike British structural-functionalists, who focused on institutions and 
social order, American anthropologists began asking how individuals emotionally 
internalize those structures. 

Sociopolitical Context and Relevance 

The Culture and Personality school also reflected wider historical forces and 
intellectual needs of its time: 

●​ Post-World War I and II America was grappling with questions of national 
character, race, and psychological trauma. 

●​ During the rise of fascism in Europe and imperialism in Asia, 
anthropologists were increasingly interested in how ideologies, values, and 
identities were culturally conditioned, not innate. 

●​ World War II gave rise to the “culture and personality” wartime studies, 
such as Ruth Benedict’s famous The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1946), 
which analyzed Japanese culture through indirect observation and 
psychological profiling. 

2. Ruth Benedict: Culture as Personality Writ Large 

a. Core Ideas: Culture Shapes Personality 

Ruth Benedict (1887–1948) was one of the most influential figures in the Culture 
and Personality school and a direct student of Franz Boas. She was among the first 
anthropologists to argue that each culture has a unique psychological 
orientation, shaped by the values it emphasizes and the behaviors it rewards. 

Her central thesis was elegantly captured in the phrase: 

“Culture is personality writ large.” 

By this, she meant that just as individuals have distinctive personalities—some calm, 
others excitable—so too do cultures. These cultural personalities are not random 
but are shaped over time by the selective emphasis of certain emotional 
responses, moral codes, and behavioral patterns. She believed that cultures 
“choose” from the wide range of human potentialities and create a consistent 
pattern or configuration of traits. 

b. Patterns of Culture (1934): Three Case Studies 

Benedict’s most famous work, Patterns of Culture (1934), became a classic in both 
anthropology and psychology. In this book, she compared three very different 
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societies, each of which represented a distinct "cultural configuration." Her aim was 
to show how deeply culture shapes values, behavior, and personality. 

1. Zuni– The Apollonian Culture 

●​ Benedict described the Zuni as harmonious, modest, emotionally 
restrained, and highly focused on social order and collective 
responsibility. 

●​ She likened their cultural personality to the Greek god Apollo, known for 
reason, balance, and self-control. 

●​ Among the Zuni, aggressive competition and emotional excess were 
discouraged. Instead, the community encouraged cooperation, ritual 
regularity, and calmness in everyday life. 

Example: In Zuni rituals and festivals, there was a strong emphasis on group 
performance over individual display. Even children were taught from a young 
age not to boast or compete too strongly. 

2. Kwakiutl– The Dionysian Culture 

●​ In contrast, the Kwakiutl (now often referred to as the Kwakwaka'wakw) 
were described as dramatic, competitive, and status-oriented. 

●​ Benedict associated them with the Greek god Dionysus, known for 
exuberance, emotion, and dramatic ritual. 

●​ Their cultural life revolved around potlatch ceremonies, where leaders 
competed in lavish gift-giving and public displays of wealth and power. 

Example: In a potlatch, a chief might give away or even destroy valuable items 
to prove superiority over rivals. This public competition shaped both social 
status and emotional expression. 

3. Dobuans– A Paranoid and Suspicious Culture 

●​ The Dobuans were portrayed as deeply mistrustful, anxious, and 
secretive, with social interactions characterized by suspicion and hidden 
hostility. 

●​ Benedict suggested that their cultural environment fostered a “paranoid” 
personality type, where people assumed bad intentions from others and 
feared sorcery or betrayal. 

●​ Everyday interactions, even between kin, were often strategic and defensive. 
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Example: People rarely ate food prepared by others without suspicion of 
poisoning. Dreams were interpreted as signs of danger, and misfortunes were 
often blamed on sorcery by neighbors. 

c. Contributions and Theoretical Impact 

Benedict’s work made several lasting contributions: 

●​ She humanized non-Western societies by portraying them as coherent, 
logical, and deeply meaningful—rejecting the notion that “primitive” cultures 
were irrational. 

●​ She demonstrated the cultural variability of personality, showing that 
psychological norms differ widely across societies. 

●​ She pioneered the use of literature, myth, and ritual as sources of 
psychological insight into cultural life. 

Integration with Psychoanalysis: Though not a psychoanalyst herself, 
Benedict used Freudian concepts sparingly. Instead of focusing on the 
unconscious drives of individuals, she showed how social norms channel 
these drives in culturally specific ways. 

d. Criticisms and Refinements 

While Patterns of Culture remains a foundational text, it has also received critiques: 

●​ Some scholars argue that Benedict oversimplified cultures by reducing 
them to one dominant trait (e.g., Apollonian or Dionysian), ignoring internal 
diversity. 

●​ Others note that her approach lacked deep historical context, especially in 
societies affected by colonialism or external pressure. 

●​ Still, most agree that Benedict’s ideas about “cultural configurations” 
opened a vital dialogue between anthropology and psychology that reshaped 
social science in the 20th century. 

3. Margaret Mead: Culture, Gender, and Adolescence 

a. Psychological Anthropology in Practice 

Margaret Mead (1901–1978) was one of the most influential figures in 
20th-century anthropology. A student of Franz Boas and a close collaborator of 
Ruth Benedict, Mead took the core ideas of the Culture and Personality school 
forward by focusing on how individual development—especially among women 
and adolescents—is shaped by cultural contexts. 
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While Benedict looked at cultural configurations, Mead zoomed in on how 
individuals are molded by these configurations, particularly in terms of gender 
identity, emotional development, and social behavior. 

b. Coming of Age in Samoa (1928): Adolescence Is Cultural 

Mead’s groundbreaking book Coming of Age in Samoa was published in 1928 and 
quickly became a classic in both anthropology and psychology. 

Fieldwork and Findings: 

●​ Mead lived among the Samoan people on the island of Ta‘ū, observing the 
daily lives of adolescent girls. 

●​ In contrast to American teenagers who often experienced emotional distress, 
rebellion, and identity crises, Samoan girls seemed to transition smoothly 
into adulthood. 

●​ There was less social pressure, more openness about sexuality, and a greater 
emphasis on communal life rather than individual competition. 

Key Conclusion: Adolescence is not biologically predetermined to be a time 
of stress and turmoil. Instead, culture plays a major role in shaping how 
young people experience this stage of life. 

“The stress and storm of adolescence is not universal. It is cultural.” — Margaret 
Mead 

Critical Appraisal: 

●​ Although Mead’s conclusions were path-breaking, they were challenged by 
later anthropologists like Derek Freeman, who questioned her 
interpretations and methods. 

●​ Nonetheless, recent feminist scholars and cultural psychologists argue 
that even if some of Mead’s details are debated, her broader thesis—that 
adolescence is shaped by culture—is still widely supported. 

c. Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies (1935): 
Gender is Cultural, Not Natural 

This was Mead’s second major contribution, where she examined how different 
cultures construct gender roles and temperaments. She conducted fieldwork 
among three tribes in Papua New Guinea: 

1. Arapesh (Gentle and Cooperative Society) 

●​ Both men and women were nurturing, peaceful, and cooperative. 
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●​ Child-rearing was shared, and emotional expression was gentle and 
supportive. 

●​ Mead described the Arapesh as a culture that valued harmony and mutual 
care, regardless of sex. 

Insight: Gender behavior was not polarized. Instead, both sexes displayed 
what the West typically considered “feminine” traits. 

2. Mundugumor (Aggressive and Violent Society) 

●​ Both men and women were assertive, aggressive, and emotionally intense. 

●​ Parenting was harsh, and social interactions were often competitive or 
confrontational. 

●​ Mead found that both sexes acted in ways that the West would label as 
“masculine.” 

Interpretation: This society challenged the stereotype that women are 
naturally gentle or emotionally sensitive. 

3. Tchambuli (Now Chambri) 

●​ Here, gender roles were reversed when compared to Western norms. 

●​ Women were dominant in the economic sphere, managing markets and 
food. 

●​ Men were more emotionally expressive, concerned with appearance, and 
engaged in social rituals. 

Conclusion: Gender roles are not biologically fixed but are culturally invented 
and socially reinforced. 

d. Broader Impact on Anthropology and Gender Studies 

Mead’s work redefined how anthropologists and psychologists think about 
gender, identity, and development. Her findings made it clear that: 

●​ Gender differences are not universal; they are shaped by local traditions, 
social expectations, and parenting styles. 

●​ She paved the way for feminist anthropology, queer theory, and cultural 
psychology by showing that human behavior is plastic, adaptable, and 
diverse. 

e. Criticisms and Scholarly Reassessment 
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Like Benedict, Mead was not without her critics: 

●​ Derek Freeman, an anthropologist who revisited Samoa in the 1980s, 
challenged Mead’s romantic portrayal of Samoan adolescence, arguing she 
was misled or had misinterpreted the culture. 

●​ Others have pointed out that Mead may have overgeneralized or ignored 
internal conflicts and power dynamics, especially among women in 
patriarchal settings. 

Yet, most contemporary scholars agree that: 

●​ While specific details may be debated, Mead's core insight—that human 
behavior is profoundly shaped by cultural environment—remains valid. 

●​ Her methods and questions inspired generations of anthropologists to take 
seriously the lived experiences of women, children, and 
adolescents—groups often ignored in earlier male-centric anthropology. 

4. Ralph Linton: Status, Role, and Personality 

a. The Culture-Bearing Personality 

Ralph Linton (1893–1953) was a prominent American anthropologist who played 
a key role in bridging culture and personality studies with social role theory. His 
work provided a systematic framework for understanding how individuals acquire 
culture through roles and statuses, and how this shapes their social behavior 
and personality. 

At the heart of Linton's theory is the idea that culture is not simply inherited 
biologically but transmitted through social roles. He described the individual 
who carries and transmits cultural patterns as the "culture-bearing personality." 

Statuses and Roles: The Building Blocks of Personality 

Linton introduced an influential distinction between status and role, now 
foundational in both anthropology and sociology: 

●​ Status refers to a social position a person occupies within a society. 

●​ Role refers to the behavior expected from someone occupying a particular 
status. 

Linton classified statuses into two broad types: 

1.​ Ascribed Status 

○​ These are statuses assigned at birth, without individual choice. 
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○​ Examples: sex, caste, ethnicity, kinship group. 

○​ In India, for instance, caste is a classic example of ascribed status, 
shaping access to occupation, marriage, and social mobility. 

2.​ Achieved Status 

○​ These are acquired through personal effort or accomplishments. 

○​ Examples: becoming a teacher, doctor, politician, or activist. 

○​ In modern societies, education and career are common pathways to 
achieving new statuses. 

Each status comes with associated roles—sets of expected behaviors, attitudes, and 
responsibilities. 

b. Culture and the Individual: Personality Is Not One-Size-Fits-All 

Linton emphasized that personality is not uniform within a culture. Even though 
people live within the same cultural environment, they do not all internalize 
culture in the same way. The variation arises from: 

●​ Different statuses occupied by individuals. 

●​ Diverse social experiences, especially during early childhood. 

●​ Unique combinations of roles that shape their identity. 

Core Idea: While culture provides the blueprint, each person constructs their 
personality based on the particular social roles they play. A priest, a soldier, and 
a merchant may live in the same cultural setting but develop very different 
personalities because of their role-specific norms and responsibilities. 

Example: In Zulu society, a young male raised in a warrior lineage may 
internalize aggression and honor as core values, while a young girl in a 
household of herbalists may absorb empathy, discretion, and healing 
knowledge. Both are shaped by the cultural roles available to them, but in 
divergent ways. 

c. Collaboration with Kardiner: Linking Culture and the Unconscious 

Linton’s collaboration with Abram Kardiner, a psychoanalyst, was a turning point 
in the development of psycho-cultural anthropology. Together, they studied how: 

●​ Child-rearing practices, particularly in early childhood, influence 
personality formation. 
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●​ These early-formed personalities are then reflected in adult social behavior 
and cultural institutions. 

This work was rooted in Freudian psychoanalysis, but adapted for cross-cultural 
application. Linton provided the ethnographic and cultural insights, while 
Kardiner brought in the depth psychology perspective. 

Basic Personality Structure (BPS) 

Their collaborative research led to the concept of the Basic Personality Structure, 
which refers to the core psychological traits commonly found in members of a 
society due to shared early experiences. 

●​ BPS is not the same as individual personality; it refers to the most probable 
personality type in a culture. 

●​ It results from primary institutions (e.g., family, kinship, weaning, discipline) 
and is later projected onto secondary institutions (e.g., religion, politics, 
economy). 

Case Study: The Comanche​
In their study of the Comanche tribe in the United States, Linton and Kardiner 
observed that child-rearing practices emphasizing independence, toughness, 
and emotional restraint produced adult personalities that valued bravery, 
personal autonomy, and hostility toward external control. These traits 
were mirrored in their warrior ethos, religious beliefs, and social norms. 

d. Critique and Legacy 

Linton’s work continues to be influential, especially in studies of role theory, 
identity, and personality development. However, there are some criticisms: 

●​ His approach sometimes underestimated conflict, power inequalities, and 
individual resistance to social roles. 

●​ Critics from post-structural and feminist anthropology argue that people are 
not passive carriers of culture—they can challenge, reinterpret, and 
subvert roles, especially in the face of colonialism, gender oppression, or 
globalization. 

5. Abram Kardiner: The Basic Personality Structure 
(BPS) 

a. Introducing the Psychoanalytic Approach in Anthropology 
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Abram Kardiner (1891–1981) was an American psychoanalyst who collaborated 
closely with anthropologists like Ralph Linton to bring the tools of Freudian 
psychology into the study of culture. Kardiner's major contribution was the concept 
of the Basic Personality Structure (BPS)—a core set of psychological traits shared 
by most members of a society due to their common early childhood experiences. 

Kardiner’s work was part of a broader movement known as psychoanalytic 
anthropology, which sought to understand how culture shapes personality 
through unconscious processes, such as anxiety, repression, and identity 
formation. 

b. Primary and Secondary Institutions 

Kardiner proposed that all cultures have two levels of institutions: 

1. Primary Institutions 

These are foundational social structures that directly shape early experiences and 
are responsible for producing the basic personality structure of individuals. 
Examples include: 

●​ Child-rearing practices (e.g., weaning, toilet training, punishment) 

●​ Family structure (nuclear vs. extended, matrilineal vs. patrilineal) 

●​ Discipline and authority 

●​ Sex roles and social expectations 

These institutions form repetitive, patterned behaviors that children 
experience during their formative years. These early encounters leave lasting 
psychological imprints. 

2. Basic Personality Structure (BPS) 

Through interaction with primary institutions, individuals in a culture tend to 
develop a shared personality configuration. This does not mean everyone is 
identical, but it does mean certain emotional and psychological traits are more 
common. 

The BPS is not deterministic, but probabilistic—it suggests a tendency or a 
modal type of personality. 

3. Secondary Institutions 

These include the cultural expressions that reflect the BPS, such as: 

●​ Religion 
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●​ Folklore and mythology 

●​ Rituals 

●​ Political and economic systems 

●​ Taboos and norms 

Kardiner argued that these institutions are "projective systems"—they 
symbolically express the shared psychological makeup of the group. Thus, religion 
is not just a belief system, but also a reflection of deeper emotional needs and 
unconscious dynamics rooted in early childhood experience. 

Example: A society that emphasizes strict toilet training and emotional 
suppression may develop rituals of purification, strong taboos, and 
hierarchical authority structures. 

c. Case Study: The Comanche and the Kwakiutl 

In The Individual and His Society (1945), co-authored with Ralph Linton, 
Kardiner conducted detailed analyses of how cultural institutions shaped the 
psychological development of individuals in different societies. Two well-known 
examples are: 

1. The Comanche (Plains, United States) 

●​ Lifestyle: Semi-nomadic, warrior-oriented, focused on raiding, hunting, and 
individual valor. 

●​ Primary Institutions: 

○​ Children were raised with emphasis on independence, resilience, 
and physical endurance. 

○​ There was little overprotection or emotional indulgence. 

●​ BPS Outcome: 

○​ Individuals developed self-reliance, aggressiveness, and a need for 
autonomy. 

○​ These traits mirrored the demands of their raiding lifestyle and 
constant mobility. 

●​ Secondary Institutions: 

○​ Religion and mythology focused on spirit helpers, battle dreams, and 
male initiation rituals—all expressions of a warrior psyche. 
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This study shows how cultural adaptation to environment (nomadism, war) 
influenced child-rearing, which in turn shaped a distinct personality type. 

2. The Kwakiutl (Northwest Coast, Canada) 

●​ Lifestyle: Sedentary, ranked society with strong clan hierarchies, dramatic 
ceremonial life, and potlatch feasts. 

●​ Primary Institutions: 

○​ Child-rearing stressed obedience, ritual decorum, and public 
performance. 

○​ There was more control from elders and social expectation of role 
performance. 

●​ BPS Outcome: 

○​ Individuals developed a sense of dramatic expression, 
status-consciousness, and a need for validation through ritual. 

●​ Secondary Institutions: 

○​ The potlatch ceremony—where chiefs gave away wealth to gain 
prestige—reflected a desire for symbolic dominance and 
recognition, rooted in early training. 

The Kwakiutl case illustrates how hierarchical social order and display 
culture produced a distinct psychological orientation in its members. 

d. Global Extensions and Comparative Studies 

Kardiner’s method inspired many comparative studies across cultures, especially in 
postcolonial and developing societies. 

●​ In India, anthropologists studied how joint family structures and caste-based 
hierarchy influence BPS formation. For example, strict respect for elders, 
ritual purity, and submission to authority in many Brahmin families reflect 
primary institutions that mold conformity and hierarchical thinking. 

●​ In Nigeria, studies showed how child-rearing in Yoruba 
households—characterized by both maternal indulgence and authoritarian 
male authority—produced a basic personality that is expressive but also 
deferent to structure. 

●​ In Bali (Indonesia), Clifford Geertz built on Kardiner’s approach by showing 
how early cultural conditioning (e.g., in dance, etiquette, and language use) 
shaped the Balinese emphasis on self-control and public harmony. 
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e. Criticisms 

While influential, Kardiner’s theory has also been criticized: 

●​ Overgeneralization: Assuming a single personality structure for an entire 
society may ignore individual variation and subcultural diversity. 

●​ Psychological determinism: Some critics argue that it places too much 
emphasis on childhood experiences, neglecting adult agency or historical 
change. 

●​ Methodological limits: Relying on secondary ethnographic data, Kardiner 
did not conduct fieldwork himself, raising questions about validity and 
interpretation. 

Despite these critiques, his approach remains a cornerstone of psychological 
anthropology, especially in understanding how emotional life and culture are 
intertwined. 

6. Cora Du Bois: The Modal Personality 

a. Refining Kardiner’s Model: Moving Beyond Uniformity 

Cora Du Bois (1903–1991) was a pioneering American anthropologist and one of 
the first to challenge the assumption that cultures produce a single, homogenous 
personality type. While influenced by her mentor Abram Kardiner, she recognized 
a key flaw in his Basic Personality Structure (BPS) model—it overgeneralized 
individual psychological traits across entire cultures. 

Du Bois proposed the idea of the Modal Personality, defined as the most 
frequently occurring personality type within a given society, but not the only 
one. This concept brought greater flexibility and realism to psychological 
anthropology by acknowledging: 

●​ Intra-cultural variation (not all individuals are the same) 

●​ The statistical nature of personality distribution 

●​ The complex interaction between individual experiences and cultural norms 

b. Statistical Orientation and Methodology 

Du Bois incorporated quantitative methods into anthropology, such as: 

●​ Personality tests 

●​ Life histories 
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●​ Projective techniques (e.g., Thematic Apperception Test or TAT) 

●​ Statistical sampling 

She collaborated with psychologists to analyze patterns of personality traits 
rather than assuming them based on cultural observations. This allowed her to 
distinguish central traits (modal) from peripheral or deviant traits within a 
society. 

c. Fieldwork in Alor (Indonesia): Insecurity and Emotional 
Withdrawal 

One of Du Bois's most influential contributions came from her fieldwork on the 
island of Alor (now in eastern Indonesia) in the 1930s. 

Key Observations in Alor: 

●​ The Alorese practiced early weaning, rigid discipline, and low parental 
affection during childhood. 

●​ Children were often left alone, leading to limited emotional bonding. 

●​ Emotional restraint, passivity, and a deep sense of insecurity became 
common among many adults. 

From these findings, Du Bois concluded that: 

●​ The modal personality in Alor was marked by dependency, low 
self-confidence, and social withdrawal. 

●​ These traits were reflected in Alorese folklore and ritual life, such as: 

○​ Stories of fragile heroes or dependent spirits 

○​ Rituals that emphasized protection, group harmony, and avoidance 
of confrontation 

Du Bois demonstrated that psychological tendencies do not simply mirror the 
environment but are actively produced by cultural practices like parenting, 
community structure, and spiritual beliefs. 

d. Comparative Insights: Beyond Alor 

Though Alor was her primary field site, Du Bois’s framework was later applied by 
other anthropologists to diverse societies: 

●​ In the United States, studies of urban African American and immigrant 
communities showed that different modal personalities could coexist 
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within the same national culture due to differing family structures, economic 
conditions, and historical experiences. 

●​ In Japan, anthropologist Ruth Benedict’s earlier model of a homogeneous, 
shame-based culture was refined using Du Bois’s insights, showing diverse 
emotional responses to authority and gender roles within Japanese families. 

●​ In India, researchers used modal personality concepts to understand how 
joint vs. nuclear families, caste identities, and urban-rural divides shaped 
different personality traits within the same ethnic groups. 

e. Criticisms and Limitations 

Despite its value, Du Bois’s model also faced some criticisms: 

●​ Sampling bias: Small sample sizes in isolated communities may not always 
yield representative personality data. 

●​ Over-reliance on Western psychological tests: Critics argue that tools like 
the TAT may not be culturally neutral. 

●​ Focus on "normal" types: Modal personality studies risk ignoring 
marginalized individuals who may resist or challenge cultural norms (e.g., 
rebels, artists, outliers). 

However, most scholars agree that Du Bois offered a much-needed corrective to 
the idea that culture produces uniform psychological types. 

7. Common Themes of the Culture and Personality 
School 

a. Relationship Between Culture and Mind 

A central theme of this school is the belief that the human mind is not universal, 
but rather shaped by cultural context. In other words: 

●​ The way people think, feel, and behave is not simply a product of biology or 
evolution. 

●​ Instead, cultural values, norms, and practices actively mold the psyche of 
individuals within a given society. 

For instance, Mead’s work in Samoa showed that adolescent experiences, 
typically seen as biologically driven in the West, were culturally smooth and 
harmonious in Samoa—suggesting that psychological development is not 
fixed but culturally variable. 
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b. Focus on Child-Rearing and Early Socialization 

All major theorists in this school emphasized the critical role of child-rearing 
practices in the formation of personality. They believed that: 

●​ Cultural values are passed down primarily through early parent-child 
interactions. 

●​ Practices like discipline, weaning, affection, and emotional expression 
deeply affect psychological development. 

●​ These childhood experiences then form core patterns in adult personality, 
including emotional control, aggression, independence, or dependency. 

For example, Abram Kardiner’s Basic Personality Structure is directly 
shaped by primary institutions such as family, discipline systems, and feeding 
practices. 

Similarly, Cora Du Bois’s study of Alor revealed that low-affection parenting led 
to a modal personality marked by insecurity and withdrawal, traits that were 
echoed in myths and public behavior. 

c. Culture is Learned, Not Inherited 

The Culture and Personality school firmly rejected biological determinism—the 
belief that personality and behavior are genetically fixed or biologically inevitable. 
Instead, they argued: 

●​ Culture is acquired through learning, imitation, socialization, and 
experience. 

●​ Personality is a cultural product, not an innate or hereditary trait. 

●​ Even gender roles, emotional reactions, and mental health experiences are 
culturally shaped, not biologically programmed. 

For instance, in Sex and Temperament, Margaret Mead observed that in the 
Tchambuli society, women were dominant and practical, while men were 
emotional and dependent—the reverse of Western gender stereotypes. This 
showed that gender roles are not rooted in biology but in cultural 
expectations. 

This approach supported Boas's principle of cultural relativism, which argues 
that no culture is more ‘natural’ or superior—all are learned systems of meaning. 

d. Integration of Anthropology and Psychology 

One of the greatest contributions of this school was its interdisciplinary synthesis: 
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●​ Anthropology provided the cultural lens, ethnographic methods, and 
field-based insights. 

●​ Psychology contributed theories of the unconscious, personality 
development, and individual behavior. 

This resulted in a holistic human science—one that could understand both the 
collective norms of a society and the personal experiences of its members. 

Du Bois, Kardiner, and Linton often collaborated with psychiatrists and 
psychologists to interpret their fieldwork through tools like projective tests, 
life histories, and psychoanalytic theories. 

Their work laid the foundation for: 

●​ Ethnopsychiatry 

●​ Cross-cultural psychology 

●​ Mental health policy in multicultural contexts 

e. Emphasis on Cultural Configurations and Diversity 

This school promoted the idea that each culture fosters a unique set of 
psychological traits—what Ruth Benedict called a “cultural configuration.” They 
showed that: 

●​ There is no single universal personality. 

●​ Each society may encourage some traits (e.g., cooperation, aggression, 
restraint) while discouraging others. 

●​ Myths, rituals, folklore, and art often express dominant personality themes 
of that culture. 

For example, the Kwakiutl’s dramatic rituals and potlatch ceremonies, as 
studied by Benedict and Kardiner, reflected a Dionysian 
configuration—emphasizing status, drama, and confrontation. 

This approach made anthropologists more sensitive to the symbolic and 
emotional worlds of communities, not just their economic or political structures. 

8. Case Studies Across Cultures 
One of the most compelling aspects of the Culture and Personality School is its use 
of rich case studies drawn from ethnographic fieldwork across diverse societies. 
These case studies helped anthropologists demonstrate that personality traits are 
not biologically universal, but are instead products of cultural environments. 
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Through these examples, the school challenged dominant Western assumptions 
about behavior, emotion, and gender. 

1. Samoan Adolescence – Margaret Mead 

In her pioneering work Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), Margaret Mead conducted 
fieldwork in American Samoa, studying adolescent girls in a traditional village 
setting. 

Key Findings: 

●​ Mead found that Samoan adolescents experienced a smooth and 
emotionally untroubled transition from childhood to adulthood. 

●​ Unlike the storm and stress model common in Western psychology 
(inspired by G. Stanley Hall), Samoan youth were relaxed, socially 
integrated, and free from neurotic conflict. 

●​ The sexual norms in Samoa were more permissive, and there was less 
parental control, leading to greater social and emotional ease. 

2. Zuni Restraint and Cultural Harmony – Ruth Benedict 

Ruth Benedict’s classic work Patterns of Culture (1934) included a study of the 
Zuni, a Pueblo community in the American Southwest. She contrasted their 
personality traits with other cultures. 

Key Findings: 

●​ The Zuni exhibited an “Apollonian” personality configuration, 
characterized by emotional restraint, social harmony, and collective 
well-being. 

●​ Competition and aggression were discouraged, and social behavior 
emphasized balance, formality, and avoidance of conflict. 

●​ The Zuni taught children modesty and conformity, discouraging 
boastfulness or emotional outbursts. 

This cultural model was compared to Western societies, where 
individualism and competition are more emphasized.​
 In her analysis, culture selects certain psychological traits and integrates 
them into a broader aesthetic and moral system. 

3. Alorese Dependence and Insecurity – Cora Du Bois 

In the late 1930s, Cora Du Bois conducted fieldwork on Alor Island (Indonesia), a 
culturally complex society with a mix of indigenous, Islamic, and colonial influences. 
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Key Findings: 

●​ Du Bois observed emotionally distant parenting, low displays of affection, 
and early separation between mother and child. 

●​ This resulted in what she termed a “modal personality” marked by 
dependency, insecurity, and emotional withdrawal. 

●​ These traits were reflected in myths, rituals, and social behavior—such as 
fearful storytelling, supernatural beliefs, and reserved social interaction. 

This study refined Kardiner’s Basic Personality model by showing that 
variation within a culture is possible and that not all members internalize 
culture in the same way. 

4. Comanche Warrior Ethos – Abram Kardiner 

In The Individual and His Society (1945), Abram Kardiner analyzed the 
Comanche, a Native American group historically known for mobility, raiding, and 
warfare. 

Key Findings: 

●​ Comanche child-rearing practices emphasized early independence, 
emotional control, and courage. 

●​ Children were expected to be self-reliant from a young age, reflecting their 
nomadic and militaristic lifestyle. 

●​ These traits translated into a Basic Personality Structure where 
aggression, endurance, and initiative were culturally encouraged. 

The Comanche case demonstrated how primary institutions like family and 
childhood discipline created personality patterns that aligned with societal 
needs—here, the need for warriors in a harsh environment. 

5. Tchambuli Gender Reversal – Margaret Mead 

In Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies (1935), Mead examined 
three tribes in Papua New Guinea: Arapesh, Mundugumor, and Tchambuli. 
Among them, the Tchambuli stood out. 

Key Findings: 

●​ Among the Tchambuli, traditional Western gender roles were reversed: 

○​ Women were dominant, practical, and economic providers. 

○​ Men were emotional, artistic, and dependent. 
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●​ This completely overturned the Western assumption that gender roles are 
biologically determined. 

The Tchambuli showed that gendered personality traits are culturally 
shaped, not natural or universal. 

9. Criticisms of the Culture and Personality School 

a. Questions of Accuracy and Representation 

One of the most enduring criticisms relates to fieldwork methods used by early 
culture-personality scholars. For instance, Margaret Mead’s fieldwork in 
Samoa—which lasted only a few months—was later challenged by Derek 
Freeman, who argued that Mead had misunderstood or misrepresented Samoan 
culture. 

Core Issues: 

●​ Short duration of fieldwork led to limited interaction with the community 
and incomplete data. 

●​ Use of non-random, anecdotal interviews and small, unrepresentative 
samples. 

●​ Overreliance on personal interpretation without rigorous cross-verification 
or quantitative support. 

b. Overemphasis on Childhood: Ignoring Lifelong Socialization 

Another critique centers on the excessive focus on early childhood as the sole 
foundation of adult personality. While the influence of early experiences is 
undeniable, later research in developmental psychology and symbolic 
interactionism has shown that identity formation is a lifelong process. 

Key Criticisms: 

●​ Adulthood experiences (marriage, migration, trauma, education) are also 
crucial in shaping personality. 

●​ Historical events (wars, colonization, globalization) can reshape values and 
behaviors across generations. 

●​ Role transitions throughout life can alter identity and behavior significantly. 

c. Reductionism: Oversimplifying Complex Societies 
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The idea that an entire culture can be described by a single dominant personality 
type—such as “Apollonian” or “Dionysian”—has been criticized as reductionist and 
essentialist. 

Problems with this Approach: 

●​ It ignores diversity within cultures, including differences of class, gender, 
ethnicity, and region. 

●​ It overlooks internal contradictions, resistance, and subcultures. 

●​ Such labels risk becoming stereotypes, reducing complex societies to fixed 
psychological profiles. 

For example, Ruth Benedict’s portrayal of the Kwakiutl as entirely 
“Dionysian” ignored the ceremonial restraint and institutional hierarchy 
present in other aspects of their culture. 

d. Neglect of Power and Politics: A Politically Neutral Psychology 

Perhaps the most serious theoretical gap in the Culture and Personality School is its 
neglect of power structures, colonialism, and political economy. 

Key Issues: 

●​ The school often assumed cultural harmony, without examining conflict, 
inequality, or resistance. 

●​ It overlooked colonial contexts, even though many studies were conducted 
in colonized or missionized societies. 

●​ There was little attention to gender hierarchies, class oppression, or 
political change. 
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