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When the Soviet Union broke apart, most of the
world was stunned. Many thought of the Soviet
Union as a very powerful country, and until the
breakup most gave very little thought to the many
different and geographically separate cultures that
comprised the Soviet Union. Anthropologists were
not as surprised by the breakup because they knew
that the Soviet Union contained a large number of
culturally diverse groups of people, such as
Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians, and Kazakhs,
among many others. Most of the countries that
became independent after the breakup of the Soviet
Union—Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Uzbekistan,
etc.—were populated largely by people speaking a
particular language and sharing a particular cul-
ture. In retrospect, if more people had known that
there wasn’t much of a shared culture in what we
formerly called the Soviet Union, perhaps the
breakup would not have been so surprising. This is
not to say that the breakup was caused solely by
cultural differences. The fact of the matter is that
social scientists are still far from understanding
what accounts for why a country splits apart, and
why the break-up may be violent or peaceful. We
do know, however, that if we want to understand
what happens to a country, it is important to pay
attention to how the different cultures in the coun-
try get along and how much of a national culture
has developed.

The focus of Countries and Their Cultures is on
the cultures of the countries around the world,
what is and what is not commonly shared cultur-
ally by the people who live in a country. As the
reader will see, some countries have a distinctive
national culture. That is, most of the people in the
country share a distinctive set of attitudes, beliefs,
values, and practices. Other countries hardly have
a shared culture, and maybe not even a dominant
one. Many of these culturally diverse countries like
Nigeria and Kenya had their political unity imposed
upon them by colonialism. There were hundreds of
different cultures, many of them not even politi-

cally unified, before the colonial power imposed
control over the whole area. The major new com-
monality was that the various cultures had to deal
with a new overarching political authority, the
colonial authority. Often, the eventual achievement
of independence was not sufficient to create much
in the way of a national culture. Only time will tell
whether these new political entities will endure and
whether national cultures will develop.

In a country with many cultures, the emer-
gence of a common culture can occur gradually
and peacefully as people interact over time or when
immigrants voluntarily assimilate to a dominant
culture. More often than not, cultural dominance
emerges in the context of one group having supe-
rior power over the others. Africans brought as
slaves to what is now the United States did not
choose to come, nor did Native Americans choose
to have their lands taken away or their children
sent away to boarding school to learn the ways of
the dominant culture. But even without force,
sheer differences in numbers can have profound
effects. There is little doubt that where a particular
ethnic group vastly outnumbers others in the
country, the culture of that ethnic group is likely to
become dominant. Examples are the Han of China
and the Russians of Russia.

Multiculturalism is quite characteristic of most
of today’s countries, but countries vary greatly in
the degree to which ethnic groups co-exist peace-
fully and in the degree to which diversity of culture
is tolerated and even sometimes celebrated.
Germany for a long time (until the 1930s) was tol-
erant of Jews, but then it changed and extermi-
nated them in the 1940s. Why ethnic conflict
emerges at some times and in some places is only
beginning to be understood.

Cultural anthropology and the other social sci-
ences can help us understand. Cultural anthropol-
ogy got started as a discipline when people began
to realize, with imperialism and colonialism, that
the ways of life of people around the world varied
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enormously. In the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, there were still many cultures that depended
on hunting, gathering, and fishing, with no agri-
culture or industry. Villages in many places were
hardly linked to their neighbors, much less to
state-type polities in the outside world. The world’s
cultural diversity was greater and more frag-
mented than it is today. Now the world is a multi-
plicity of nation-states, multicultural (multiethnic)
polities that formed as little or larger empires, or as
products of colonialism. In an earlier reference
work, the 10-volume Encyclopedia of World Cultures
(produced under the auspices of the Human
Relations Area Files [HRAF] and published by G.K.
Hall/Macmillan), the focus was on the cultures
typically studied by anthropologists. A different
language, not shared by neighbors, is often a key
defining feature of a group of people who share (or
who shared) a culture. Thus, countries and their
usual multiplicity of cultures were not the focus of
that encyclopedia.

In this reference work, we focus on the cultures
of countries. We have asked our authors to describe
what is culturally universal in the country they are
writing about and what varies by ethnic group,
region, and class. Information on widely-shared
behavior and values, as well as on cultural varia-
tion within the country, is now recognized as
important to understanding politics, civil rights,
business opportunities, and many other aspects of
life in a country. Our focus on culture makes
Countries and Their Cultures unique. No other single
reference work comes close to matching the range
of cultural information offered in these volumes.

Another unique feature of Countries and Their
Cultures is the discussions of “do’s” and “don’ts”
for a culture, including what to make “small talk”
about and what not to talk about. For example, vis-
itors to the United States may be familiar with
much of American culture, but if they divulge the
real state of their health and feelings to the first
American who asks “How are you?,” they have
much to learn about “small talk” in the United
States.

A third unique feature of Countries and Their
Cultures is the discussion of ethnic relations in a
country, including material on whether one partic-
ular ethnic group became dominant or whether a
national culture developed out of a community of
disparate cultures. In some cases, particularly in
newly developing nations, there is relatively little
shared culture, and so there may be little “national”
culture.

We are able to provide the information con-
tained in these volumes through the efforts of

more than 200 contributors-social scientists
(anthropologists largely, but also sociologists, his-
torians, geographers, and political scientists) as
well as others who usually have firsthand experi-
ence in the countries they write about and know
the language or lingua franca of that country.
Thus they are able to provide integrated, holistic
descriptions of the countries, not just facts. Our
aim was to leave the reader with a real sense of
what it is like to live in a particular country.

Our list of countries consists largely of politi-
cally independent entities. However, we have
included some geographically separate entities that
are politically part of other countries. Examples are
Anguilla and Bermuda, which are dependent terri-
tories of the United Kingdom; French Guiana and
Guadaloupe, which are French overseas depart-
ments; and Hong Kong, which is a special admin-
istrative region of China. Our advisors also
suggested we add entries for major divisions of the
United Kingdom: England, Northern Ireland,
Scotland, and Wales.

Articles all follow the same format to provide
maximum comparability. Countries with small
populations have shorter entries; those with large
populations or complex ethnic composition are
longer in length to accommodate the complexity.

USING COUNTRIES AND THEIR CULTURES

This reference work is meant to be used by a vari-
ety of people for a variety of purposes. It can be
used both to gain a general understanding of a
country and its culture(s), and to find a specific
piece of information by looking it up under the rel-
evant subheading. It can also be used to learn about
a particular region of the world and the social, eco-
nomic, and political forces that have shaped the
cultures of the countries in that region. We provide
a substantial bibliography at the end of each coun-
try entry.

Beyond being a basic reference resource,
Countries and Their Cultures also serves readers with
more focused needs. For researchers interested in
comparing countries and their cultures, this work
provides information that can guide the selection of
particular countries for further study. For those
interested in international studies, the bibliogra-
phies in each entry can lead one quickly to the rel-
evant social science literature as well as providing a
state-of-the-art assessment of knowledge about
the world’s countries and their cultures. For cur-
riculum developers and teachers seeking to interna-
tionalize the curriculum, this work is a basic
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reference and educational resource as well as a
directory to other materials. For government offi-
cials, it is a repository of information not likely to
be available in any other single publication; in
some cases the information provided here is not
available at all elsewhere. For students, from high
school through graduate school, it provides back-
ground and bibliographic information for term
papers and class projects. And for travelers, it pro-
vides an introduction to the ways of life in any
country they may be visiting.

FORMAT OF THE VOLUMES

The work comprises four volumes, with the coun-
try entries ordered alphabetically. A total of 225
countries are described. In addition to the cultural
summaries, there are country maps, photographs,
and an index.

The descriptive summaries of the countries and
their cultures provide the heart of the work. Each
summary provides a mix of demographic, histori-
cal, social, economic, political, and religious infor-
mation on the country. The emphasis is cultural;
that is, the summaries focus on the ways of life of
the people, and the main forces affecting them. The

authors have followed a standardized outline, con-
structed by the editors with the help of the board
of advisors, so that each summary provides infor-
mation on a core list of topics. The authors, how-
ever, had some leeway in deciding how much
attention was to be given each topic and whether
additional information should be included.
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Moldova

Madjiguene Diajayette (New York, NY)
Senegal

Garba Diallo (International People’s College, Elsinore,
Denmark)
Mauritania

Jeanette Dickerson-Putman (Indiana University,
Indianapolis, IN)
French Polynesia

Julia Dickson-Gomez (Arizona State University,
Tempe, AZ)
El Salvador

Molly Doane (Hunter College, City University of New
York, New York, NY)
United States

Bruce H. Dolph (Manhattan Beach, CA)
Malawi

S.B. Downey (Washington, DC)
Nicaragua
Northern Ireland

Douglass Drozdow-St. Christian (University of
Western Ontario, London, Ontario, Canada)
Canada

Deborah Durham (Sweet Briar College, Sweet
Briar, VA)
Botswana

E. Paul Durrenberger (Pennsylvania State
University, University Park, PA)
Iceland
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E
Marc Edleman (Hunter College, City University of

New York, New York, NY)
Costa Rica

John Eidson (University of Leipzig, Germany)
Germany

Robert Elsie (Olzheim, Germany)
Albania

Jeff Erlich (Newton, MA)
Uzbekistan

Grant Evans (University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong)
Laos

Pablo B. Eyzaguirre (International Plant Genetic
Resources Institute, Rome, Italy)
São Tomé e Príncipe

F
Pamela Feldman-Savelsberg (Carleton College,

Northfield, MN)
Cameroon

Carmen Alicia Ferradas (State University of New
York, Binghamton, NY)
Argentina

Thomas K. Fitzgerald (University of North Carolina,
Greensboro, NC)
Monteserrat

Jason M. Fox (University of Florida, Gainesville, FL
Brazil

Susan Tax Freeman (Chicago, IL)
Spain

Victor A. Friedman (University of Chicago,
Chicago, IL)
Macedonia

John Moffat Fugui (University of Hawaii,
Manoa, HI)
Solomon Islands

G
Eric Gable (Mary Washington University,

Fredericksburg, VA)
Guinea-Bissau

Elizabeth Van Epps Garlo (Concord, NH)
Dominican Republic

Christian Ghasarian (University of Neuchâtel,
Neuchâtel, Switzerland)
Reunion Island

Mary Katherine Gilliland (University of Arizona,
Tucson, AZ and Pima Community College,
Tucson, AZ)
Croatia

Michael Goldsmith (University of Waikato,
Hamilton, New Zealand)
Tuvalu

Nancie L. González (University of Maryland, College
Park, MD and Universidad del Valle de
Guatemala, Guatemala)
Guatemala

Stefan Cornelius Goodwin (Morgan State
University, Baltimore, MD)
Malta

Alison Graham (Chicago, IL)
Gabon

Robert H. Griffin (Houston, TX)
Austria
Palestine, West Bank, Gaza Strip

H
Dieter Haller (Europa University Viadrina,

Frankfurt-Oder, Germany)
Gibraltar

W. Penn Handwerker (University of Connecticut,
Storrs, CT)
Barbados

Michael S. Harris (Florida Atlantic University, Boca
Raton, FL)
Bangladesh

Anne Perez Hattori (University of Guam, Mangilao,
Guam)
Guam

Wendi A. Haugh (University of Pennsylvania,
Philadelphia, PA)
Namibia

Jeff Haynes (London Guildhall University, London,
United Kingdom)
Uganda

Jonathan Hearn (University of Edinburgh,
Edinburgh, United Kingdom)
Scotland

M. Douglas Henry (Southern Methodist University,
Dallas, TX)
Sierra Leone

Paget Henry (Brown University)
Antigua and Barbuda

Robert K. Herbert (State University of New York,
Binghampton, NY)
Swaziland

Pierre Claver Hien (Centre National Dela Recherche
Scientifique, Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso)
Burkina Faso
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Kevin Hillstrom (Munith, MI)
Greenland

Paul Hockings (University of Illinois, Chicago, IL
and Field Museum of Natural History,
Chicago, IL)
India

G. Derrick Hodge (New York, NY)
Cuba

Rosemarijn Hoefte (Royal Institute of Linguistics
and Anthropology, Leiden, The Netherlands)
Suriname

Erling Høg (University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen,
Denmark)
Denmark

Ellen Rhoads Holmes (Wichita State University,
Wichita, KS)
American Samoa

Lowell D. Holmes (Wichita State University,
Wichita, KS)
American Samoa

Nicholas S. Hopkins (American University, Cairo,
Egypt)
Egypt
Tunisia

Connie Howard (Indiana, PA)
Bhutan
Pakistan

Michael C. Howard (Simon Fraser University,
Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada)
Burma
Thailand

Judith Huntsman (University of Auckland, New
Zealand)
Tokelau

Eva V. Huseby-Darvas (University of Michigan,
Dearborn, MI)
Hungary

J
Robert Jarvenpa (State University of New York,

Albany, NY)
Finland

Helle Johannessen (University of Copenhagen,
Copenhagen, Denmark)
Denmark

Eric M. Johnson (Washington, DC)
Kazakhstan

Amanda Jill Johnston (Monterey, CA)
Morocco

Laura Jones (Indiana University, Indianapolis, IN)
French Polynesia

K
Edgar Kaskla (California State University, Long

Beach, CA)
Estonia

Sulayman Najm Khalaf (United Arab Emirates
University, Al Ain, United Arab Emirates)
United Arab Emirates

Robert K¹-lis (Stockholm School of Economics, Riga,
Latvia
Latvia

Richard Kuba (University of Frankfurt-Main,
Germany)
Burkina Faso

L
Alan LaFlamme (State University of New York,

Fredonia)
Bahama Islands

Benjamin Nicholas Lawrance (Stanford University,
Stanford, CA)
Togo

Lamont Lindstrom (University of Tulsa, Tulsa, OK)
Vanuatu

Heather Loew (San Francisco, CA)
Kuwait

Ruben A. Lombaert (Overijse, Belgium)
Belgium

Timothy Longman (Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY)
Rwanda

Ludomir Lozny (Hunter College, City University of
New York, New York, NY)
Belarus

M
Cluny Macpherson (University of Auckland, New

Zealand)
Samoa

Paul J. Magnarella (University of Florida,
Gainesville, FL)
Turkey

Shaun Kingsley Malarney (International Christian
University, Tokyo, Japan)
Vietnam

Dennis Mares (University of Missouri, Saint
Louis, MO)
The Netherlands
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Maxine L. Margolis (University of Florida,
Gainesville, FL)
Brazil

Samuel Márquez (City University of New York, New
York, NY)
Colombia

John Marston (Colegio de Mexico, Mexico City,
Mexico)
Cambodia

David Matuskey (Winter Park, FL)
Republic of Congo
French Guiana
Mauritius

Allen R. Maxwell (University of Alabama,
Tuscalossa, AL)
Brunei Darussalem

Douglas Midgett (University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA)
Saint Lucia

William F.S. Miles (Northeastern University,
Boston, MA)
Martinique

Gina Misiroglu (Toluca Lake, CA)
Côte d’Ivoire

Adam Mohr (University of Pennsylvania,
Philadelphia, PA)
Ethiopia

Alessandro Monsutti (Institute d’ethnologie,
Neuchâtel, Switzerland)
Afghanistan

Alexander Moore (University of Southern California,
Los Angeles, CA)
Panama

Mary H. Moran (Colgate University, Hamilton, NY)
Liberia

Ann Muir (University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh,
United Kingdom)
Zimbabwe

N
Beverly Nagel (Carleton College, Northfield, MN)

Paraguay

Sharon Nagy (DePaul University, Chicago, IL)
Qatar

Karen L. Nero (University of Auckland, New
Zealand)
Palau

Claus Neukirck (Hamburg, Germany)
Moldova

Coleen Nicol (Tufts University, Medford, MA)
Lithuania

Marie Kamala Norman (Carnegie-Mellon University,
Pittsburgh, PA)
Nepal

O
Tania Ogay (University of Geneva, Geneva,

Switzerland)
Switzerland

Bryan P. Oles (Takoma Park, MD)
Federated State of Micronesia

Michael E. O’Neal (H. Lavity Stoutt Community
College, British Virgin Islands)
British Virgin Islands

Emily Lynn Osborn (Johns Hopkins University,
Baltimore, MD)
Guinea

P
Joseph O. Palacio (University of the West Indies,

Belize City, Belize)
Belize

Brian C.W. Palmer (Harvard University, Cambridge,
Massachusetts)
Sweden

Wil G. Pansters (Utrecht University, Utrecht, The
Netherlands)
Mexico

Yiannis Papadakis (University of Cypress, Nicosia,
Cyprus)
Cyprus

Amy L. Paugh (New York University, New York, NY)
Dominica

Jon Pedersen (Fafo Institute for Applied International
Studies, Oslo, Norway)
Seychelles

Susan W. Peters (University of Maryland, University
College, MD and Schwäbisch Gmünd, Germany)
Cayman Islands
United States Virgin Islands

Marilyn F. Petersen (Petaluma, CA)
Tajikistan

J.E. Peterson (University of Oxford, Oxford, United
Kingdom)
Oman

Karen Lynn Pierzinski (North Richland Hills, TX)
Grenada

Elizabeth C. Pietanza (Oakland, CA)
Iraq

Tim Pilbrow (New York University, New York, NY)
Bulgaria
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Janet Pollak (William Patterson University,
Wayne, NJ)
Slovakia

Nancy J. Pollock (Victoria University, Wellington,
New Zealand)
Nauru
Wallis and Futuna

Marion Pratt (University of Wisconsin,
Madison, WI)
Tanzania

Joan J. Pujadas (Universitat Rovira i Virgili,
Tarragona, Spain)
Andorra

Trevor W. Purcell (University of South Florida,
Tampa, FL)
Jamaica

Q
Diego Quiroga (Quito, Ecuador)

Ecuador

R
Susan J. Rasmussen (University of Houston,

Houston, TX)
Niger

Douglas Raybeck (Hamilton College, Clinton, NY)
Saint Kitts and Nevis

Deborah Reed-Danahay (University of Texas,
Arlington, TX)
France

Nancy Ries (Colgate University, Hamilton, NY)
Russia

Antonius C.G.M. Robben (Utrecht University,
Utrecht, The Netherlands)
The Netherlands

Mikhail Rodionov (Peter the Great Museum of
Anthropology and Ethnography, Saint Petersburg,
Russia)
Yemen

James M. Rubenstein (Miami University,
Oxford, OH)
Luxembourg

Josephine Caldwell Ryan (Southern Methodist
University, Dallas, TX)
Benin

Sonia Ryang (Johns Hopkins University,
Baltimore, MD)
North Korea

S
Reem Saad (American University, Cairo, Egypt)

Egypt

Frank A. Salamone (Iona College, New Rochelle, NY)
Gambia
Italy
Vatican City

Zdenek Salzmann (Sedona, AZ)
Czech Republic

William J. Samarin (University of Toronto, Toronto,
Ontario, Canada)
Central African Republic

Harry Sanabria (University of Pittsburgh,
Pittsburgh, PA)
Bolivia

Vilma Santiago-Irizarry (Cornell University,
Ithaca, NY)
Puerto Rico

Rajasundram Sathuendrakumar (Murdoch
University, Murdoch, Western Australia)
Maldives

Darlene Schmidt (Madison, WI)
Jordan

Ellen M. Schnepel (Research Institute for the Study
of Man, New York, NY 10021)
Guadeloupe

Timothy T. Schwartz (Hispaniola Anthropological
Association, Gainesville, FL)
Haiti

Brian Schwimmer (University of Manitoba,
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada)
Ghana

Clem Seecharan (University of North London,
London,United Kingdom)
Guyana

Ann H. Shurgin (Waller, TX)
Austria
Somalia

Kalinga Tudor Silva (University of Peradeniya,
Peradeniya, Sri Lanka)
Sri Lanka

Patricio Silva (Leiden University, Leiden, The
Netherlands)
Chile

Ian Skoggard (Human Relations Area Files, Yale
University, New Haven, CT)
Taiwan

Andris Skreija (University of Nebraska, Omaha, NE)
Poland

Vieda Skultans (University of Bristol, Bristol, United
Kingdom)
Latvia
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J. Jerome Smith (University of South Florida,
Tampa, FL)
Northern Mariana Islands

Chunghee Sarah Soh (San Francisco State
University, San Francisco, CA)
South Korea

Jon Sojkowski (Beaufort, SC)
Zambia

Eleanor Stanford (Narberth, PA)
Algeria
Bahrain
Bermuda
Bosnia and Hercegovina
Burundi
Cape Verde
China
Cook Islands
Equatorial Guinea
Falkland Islands
Israel
Kenya
Mozambique
Romania
Serbia and Montenegro
Sudan
Syria

Patricia Osborn Stoddard (Whittier, NC)
Lesotho

Andrew Sussman (University of New Mexico,
Albuquerque, MN)
Bermuda

Susan Buck Sutton (Indiana University, Purdue
University at Indianapolis, Indianapolis, IN)
Greece

T
George Tarkhan-Mouravi (ICGRS, Tiblisi, Georgia)

Georgia

David S. Trigger (University of Western Australia,
Perth, Australia)
Australia

Kjetil Tronvoll (University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway)
Eritrea

Tiffany Tuttle (Arcata, CA)
Kyrgyzstan

W
Anthony R. Walker (Universiti Brunei Darussalam;

formerly, University of the South Pacific, Suva,
Fiji)
Fiji

Dorothea Scott Whitten (University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign, Urbana, IL)
Ecuador

Norman E. Whitten, Jr. (University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign, Urbana, IL)
Ecuador

Thomas Williamson (University of Pittsburgh,
Pittsburgh, PA)
Malaysia

Peter J. Wilson (TeWaka, Gisborne, New Zealand)
New Zealand

Thomas M. Wilson (Queen’s University, Belfast,
United Kingdom)
Ireland

Jonathan Wylie (Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, Cambridge, MA)
Faroe Islands

Y
Kevin A. Yelvington (University of South Florida,

Tampa, FL)
Trinidad and Tobago

Z
Wallace W. Zane (Santa Monica College, Santa

Monica, CA)
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines

Jennifer Ziemke (Temperance, MI)
Democratic Republic of Congo

Laura Zimmer-Tamakoshi (Truman State
University, Kirksville, MO)
Papua New Guinea
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CULTURE NAME

Danish

ORIENTATION

Identification. The name of the country means
‘‘Borderlands of the Danes’’ in reference to a politi-
cal unit created during the sixth through ninth cen-
turies. This period was marked by a slow progres-
sion of sovereignty among the Danes, a people who
originated in Skaane (today the southern part of
Sweden) but eventually were based in Jutland. By
the ninth century the Danes had gained mastery of
the area known today as Denmark and maintained
control until the late medieval period, including
parts of modern Sweden and Norway. In the late
medieval period, Denmark was reduced in size to
approximately the area of contemporary Denmark.

Denmark is a small nation whose cultural unity
is mitigated by regional traditions of rural, urban,
and island communities with distinctions based on
local language, food, and history. This situation has
sometimes created friction between local history
and national history.

Denmark historically includes the former colo-
nies Greenland and the Faroe Islands. Greenland
gained home rule in 1979. In 1948, the Faroe Is-
lands became a self-governing territory within the
Danish state.

Location and Geography. The kingdom of Den-
mark, which is situated in Scandinavia and north-
ern Europe, is surrounded by the North Sea, Skager-
rak, Kattegat, and the Baltic Sea. The country covers
approximately 16,634 square miles (43,095 square
kilometers). Roughly eighty of its more than four
hundred islands are inhabited. Jutland, Zealand,
and Funen (Fyn) are the largest and most densely
populated regions. There is a relative homogeneity
in topography, with few areas at a high elevation.
Since the sixteenth century, the capital has been
Copenhagen, which is also the largest city.

Demography. The first census in 1769 counted a
total of 797,584 people; by 1998, the total popula-
tion was 5,294,860. Infant mortality, epidemics,
war and emigration, better hygiene, food, and
housing influenced population changes. The popu-
lation increased from 2.5 to 5.3 million during the
twentieth century, showing an interdependency be-
tween decline in population growth and industriali-
zation, with the average number of children per
woman decreasing from 4 to 1.5. Free abortion and
sterilization rights since 1973 caused slower popu-
lation growth, which in certain years was negative
(1981 through 1984).

Immigration increased from 35,051 in 1988 to
50,105 in 1997. Immigrants from other Scandina-
vian and northern European countries account for
most of the increases, but immigrants from south-
ern Europe and the Middle East are the most noticed
in public debate.

Linguistic Affiliation. Danish belongs to the Ger-
manic family language within the Indo-European
languages. Linguistic relatives are English, German,
Swedish, Norwegian, and Icelandic, all of which
descend from the ancient Teutonic language.

Danish is differentiated in individual, geo-
graphic, and social dialects. Language varies in
terms of pitch, tonality, intonation, and pronuncia-
tion. Some dialects are mutually unintelligible.
‘‘Standard Danish’’ is one dialect among many.

There is no secondary language, but several
languages, including English, German, French,
Spanish, and Russian, are taught in schools. Most
Danes can speak some English and German.

Many foreigners complain that Danish is diffi-
cult to learn because the same wording can have
differing and even opposing meanings, depending
on the intonation and context. Also, pronunciation
does not necessarily follow spelling.

Symbolism. Markers of the national culture in-
clude the national flag (the Dannebrog), the na-
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tional anthem, public holidays, and hymns, songs,
and ballads. According to myth, the national flag
descended from the sky to the Danish army during
a battle in Estonia in 1219 and was institutionalized
as a national symbol in the seventeenth century.
The flag—a horizontal white cross on a red field—
symbolizes a membership community and a sense
of belonging, marking an extensive number of so-
cial events. Danes use the flag at festive occasions,
including birthdays, weddings, sports events, polit-
ical meetings, and public holidays. Hymns, songs,

and ballads provide metaphors associated with
Danish nationality, the mother tongue, school, his-
tory, and homeland. The national anthem, ‘‘Der er et
Yndigt Land’’ (‘‘There Is a Lovely Land’’), was writ-
ten around 1820.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Denmark is a constitu-
tional monarchy and the oldest kingdom in Europe.
According to historical sources it dates back to the

D E N M A R K

6 1 6



ninth century, but myth dates it as far back as the
sixth century. The recent history of the nation fea-
tures an outward-looking people focused on trade,
welfare, equality, and democracy, which in Danish
means ‘‘people’s government’’ ( folkestyre). Funda-
mental values include a striving for freedom and
equality, accomplished after battling for years with
neighboring countries in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. After centuries of sovereign rule by
the king, the first common constitution was com-
pleted and signed in 1849, initiating a government
with an assembly consisting of a lower house
(Folketing) and upper house (Landsting). The mak-
ing of a common constitution was an important
element in the nineteenth century’s political empha-
sis on the formation of nationhood.

National Identity. Beer, allotment gardens, the
flag, the national anthem, democracy, Christmas,
folk high schools, personal well-being, and coziness
are some of the elements of the national culture, but
questions of how the cultural heritage can survive
and what it is emphasize the fact that Denmark is a
nation of cultural borrowers. Danes constantly ne-
gotiate and change their culture in response to con-
tact with people and items from other countries.
However, for many people, the national identity lies
in the Danish language.

Danes rarely refer to Danishness, a term used
for the first time in 1836, but that term has been a
hotly debated topic since the increase of immigra-
tion in the 1960s and Denmark’s affiliation with the
European Union (EU) in 1972. Much political and
public debate on elements of nationality, sym-
pathies, feeling, and patriotism occurred in the late
twentieth century. Many Danes seem to have a
strong national identification, although differences
exist and a ‘‘Danish community’’ may be more
imagined than real in regard to culture and tradi-
tions.

Ethnic Relations. Denmark once was considered
an open and welcoming country to foreigners, but
tensions between native residents and immigrants
arose during the last decades of the twentieth
century, culminating in the establishment of po-
litical parties whose platforms called for the exclu-
sion of inhabitants of foreign ethnicity from social
services and other forms of public support. Immi-
grants of the second and third generations tend to
be doubly socialized, displaying competence in
Danish values in public and in the native language
at home.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Within a span of one-hundred fifty years, Denmark
changed from an agricultural to an industrialized
society. In the late nineteenth century, two-thirds
of the population lived in rural areas and engaged in
agriculture; today, only 15 percent live in rural
areas, and many of those people have city jobs.

After the ‘‘green wave’’ of the 1980s, many city
dwellers moved to the countryside, hoping to re-
turn to nature. However, many returned to urban
areas after years of unfulfilled dreams. The long
winters; long commutes to work, shopping, and
entertainment; and the prevalence of gossip in local
rural cultures were unpleasant for people who were
accustomed to city life.

In cities, people hope to escape the restraints of
social control in rural communities and seek conve-
niences such as better shopping, entertainment, and
job opportunities. Migration to urban areas is com-
mon in the pursuit of education, and many young
people from the provinces remain in the cities after
graduation.

Architecture is marked by a division between
the ideals of Denmark as a ‘‘fairy-tale country’’ and
as a modern, industrialized one. The first image is
characterized by traditional small houses with
small windows, low ceilings, straw roofs, and gar-
dens with flowers and vegetables. Even the castles
are small and more ‘‘cute’’ than ‘‘grandiose.’’ The
modern ideal is marked by houses with slender lines
and large glass windows or walls, very little outside
decoration, and the use of bricks, tile, and
ferroconcrete. Common to both architectural tradi-
tions is the fact that there are very few tall build-
ings. Apart from a few buildings from the 1960s in
the largest cities, it is unusual to see buildings with
more than five floors. Family houses often have one
floor, usually with a garden.

Towns and cities are characterized by a center
area with older houses (some several centuries old)
and a periphery with newer houses, divided into
business and residential areas. Village size is from
five to one thousand houses, and many villages
have been enlarged by new residential areas.

The government is situated in a royal castle
built by Christian IV in the seventeenth century in
central Copenhagen, symbolizing a harmonious re-
lationship between the government and the royal
family. The royal castle and the many statues of
kings and politicians in the city support this sym-
bolic harmony.

D E N M A R K

6 1 7



Even large cities such as Odense, shown here, retain traditional architecture and streetscapes.

Anthropologists have noted a sharp distinction
between public and private space and a pronounced
preference for the private and domestic sphere in
Danish culture. In urban public space, people stand
close to one another in buses, subways, parks, and
streets, but pretend that they do not see each other.
The symbolic demarcation of closed groups such as
friends and spectators is clear, with a tendency to
form closed circles. An intrusion by strangers often
causes offense and creates an even stricter demarca-
tion. In rural areas, people are more likely to con-
nect across public space, greeting and talking about
the weather.

Private houses commonly are divided into areas
for cooking, dining, and television-viewing and
preferably have a private room for each family
member. Private homes are considered spaces to
‘‘relax’’ and ‘‘be yourself’’; many foreigners find it
difficult to be invited to the home of a Dane. Usually
only family members and close friends have this
privilege, experiencing the coziness of a social event
celebrated by sitting down, lighting candles, and
eating and drinking. Colleagues, sympathetic for-
eigners, and more distant friends preferably are met
only in public (workplace, bar, café, museum).

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Danes eat most of their meals
at home and in private settings, although public
dining places ranging from small hot dog stands to
fancy restaurants are available and are used.

A breakfast of coffee, bread, or cereal is eaten at
home. Sunday breakfast commonly includes fresh
bakery bread, boiled eggs, juice, tea or coffee, and
the Sunday newspaper.

Lunch at a work place, school, or institution is
either homemade or available in kitchens or
canteens, offering open sandwiches, hot meals, or a
buffet table. It also may be bought at butcher shops,
cafes, and sandwich bars. Open sandwiches are tra-
ditional, consisting of rye bread with salami, liver
pâté, herring, roast pork, fried plaice, cod roe,
cheese, chocolate, or fruit. Dinner at home tradi-
tionally consisted of an appetizer, a main course,
and dessert. Soup, porridge and fish dishes were
served but today are rarely eaten on a daily basis. A
main course is traditionally composed of boiled po-
tatoes, boiled vegetables such as green beans and
cauliflower, and fried meat such as meat balls,
cutlets, or roast pork served with brown gravy.
Pizza, pasta, rice, chicken, and turkey have become
common food items among young people. Im-
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ported fruit, vegetables, and spices are also com-
mon.

Inns often dating back several centuries
throughout the country offer traditional Danish
food. Pizzerias are found in small towns and cities.
In larger cities, there are Chinese, Italian, and Greek
restaurants, along with fast-food establishments
from America, the Middle East, and South America
and restaurants that serve Danish open sandwiches
(smørrebrød) and pastry. Food taboos include pet an-
imals such as cats, dogs, and horses. The ecological
movement and informed consumers have been mu-
tually dependent since the 1970s. The demand for
and production of organically grown foods have
grown, and most supermarkets offer a range of
organically grown vegetables, meat, and dairy
products.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Danes
eat or drink at every social occasion, preferably tra-
ditional dishes, cakes, and drinks. However, the act
of drinking and eating together is considered more
important than what is actually consumed. Formal
social occasions include birthdays, weddings, anni-
versaries, baptisms, confirmations, graduations,
and funerals. Private parties held in community
centers or restaurants are common. Hosts spend
from one to six months’ salary on a formal party
for rent, food, drinks, and musicians.

Holidays with special meals include New Year’s
Eve, Easter, Martin Mass, and Christmas. New
Year’s Eve traditionally is celebrated with boiled cod,
Easter with elaborate lunches and roast lamb for
dinner, and Martin Mass with roast goose. The tra-
ditional Christmas Eve dinner includes roast pork,
roast duck, or goose stuffed with prunes, served
with pickled red cabbage, white boiled potatoes,
fried brown sugared potatoes, and thick brown
gravy. Desserts include rice porridge and ris a la
mande (rice porridge mixed with whipped cream,
almonds, and vanilla and served with hot cherry
sauce). At Christmas and Easter, special seasoned
beers are sold. Christmas is celebrated by eating a
traditional extravagant lunch and dinner that bring
the family together.

Basic Economy. Natural resources are limited to
agricultural land, clay, stone, chalk, lime, peat, and
lignite. The economy is therefore heavily dependent
on international trade. Farming accounts for two-
thirds of the total land area, and agriculture pro-
duces enough edible products for three times the
population. Industrial exports account for about 75
percent of total exports, while the share of agricul-
tural exports is about 15 percent.

Land Tenure and Property. Most farmers are
freeholders, 91 percent of them on individually
owned family-run farms, 7 percent on company-
run farms, and the rest on farms owned by the
state, local authorities, or foundations. Private fam-
ily houses typically are fenced off to delineate pri-
vate property, or an invisible line between the gar-
den and the pavement may indicate the border
between private and public property. Neighbors dis-
cuss which parts outside their homes should be
cleared for snow and which parts should be taken
care of by municipal services.

Commercial Activities. The major goods produced
include foods and beverages, textiles, paper, chemi-
cals, pharmaceuticals, glass, ceramics, bricks, ce-
ment, concrete, marine engines, compressors, agri-
culture and forestry machinery, computers, electric
motors, radio and communication equipment,
ships, boats, furniture, and toys. Agricultural prod-
ucts include beef, pork, poultry, milk, and eggs.

Major Industries. The main industries are food
processing, furniture, diesel engines, and electrical
products. Major agricultural products include dairy
products, pork, beef, and barley. Commercial fish-
ing includes salmon, herring, cod, plaice, crusta-
ceans and mollusks, mackerel, sprat, eel, lobster,
shrimp, and prawns.

Trade. Major commodity groups sold on the inter-
national market include animal products (cattle,
beef and veal, pigs and pork, poultry, butter, cheese,
and eggs), vegetable products (grains, seeds, fruit,
flowers, plants, and vegetables), ships, fish, fur,
fuel, lubricating goods, and electricity. The major
industrial exports are machines and instruments,
medicinal and pharmaceutical products, chemical
items, industrially prepared agricultural products,
fish, crayfish and mollusks, furniture, textiles, and
clothing. Imports, which lag slightly behind ex-
ports, include automobiles, fuel, consumer goods
(food, clothing, electronics, and others), and goods
to be further processed at local industries. The
major trading partners are Germany, Sweden, Great
Britain, France, the Netherlands, the United States,
Japan, and Italy.

Division of Labor. The division of labor is deter-
mined by gender, industry and socioeconomic sta-
tus. Although agricultural products constitute a
major proportion of exports, only 4 percent of the
population is employed in agriculture, which has
become highly industrialized and machine-driven.
Close to 25 percent of the population is employed in
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Two-thirds of Denmark’s land and nearly 25 percent of its population are devoted to agriculture.

trade, a similar number in industry, and more than
40 percent in other service.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Most national surveys deal-
ing with social strata do not divide the population
into different income groups. Instead, the popula-
tion is categorized into five social layers, according
to level of education and occupation.

Those social categories are academics, owners of
large farms, and persons with more than fifty em-
ployees (4 percent); farmers with at least four em-
ployees, owners of companies with more than six
employees, and college-educated business owners (7
percent); farmers with a maximum of three em-
ployees, owners of small companies, and persons
with jobs requiring expertise (21 percent); skilled
workers, small landowners, and workers with a
professional education (37 percent); and workers
without skills training (32 percent).

In the adult population, there has been an in-
crease in unemployed people who receive public
support from 6 percent in 1960 to 25 percent today.
Increasing demands for skills in reading, writing,
mathematics, computers, and stress management
are among the factors that have caused this devel-

opment. Unemployment rates are somewhat
higher among ethnic minorities, with persons of
Turkish descent having the highest rate.

Figures from 1996 show inequality in income
distribution: Twenty percent of the lowest-income
families accounted for 6 percent of total income,
while 20 percent of the highest-income families
accounted for 40 percent of the income.

Symbols of Social Stratification. According to a
code of morality (the ‘‘Jante Law’’) which was for-
mulated by the author Aksel Sandemose in his 1933
novel A Refugee Crosses His Tracks, a person should
not display superiority materially or otherwise.
Wealth and high social position are downplayed in
public in regard to dress, jewelry, and housing. The
point is to be discreet about individual distinction
and avoid public boasting while allowing one’s
wealth to be recognized by persons in a similar
economic position.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Denmark is a constitutional monar-
chy in which succession to the throne is hereditary
and the ruling monarch must be a member of the
national church. The parliament has 179 members,
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including two from Greenland and two from the
Faroe Islands. Members of parliament are elected
for four-year terms, but the state minister has the
right to dissolve the parliament and force an elec-
tion. The voting age has been eighteen since 1978.
Since 1989, immigrants without Danish national-
ity have been allowed to vote and be elected in local
elections. The minimum percentage of votes re-
quired for representation in the parliament is 2
percent.

Leadership and Political Officials. The first po-
litical groupings appeared in 1848, shortly before
the first constitution was promulgated, and con-
sisted of liberals (farmers), the center (intellectuals),
and the right (landowners and higher officials).

Party policy is based on political principles and
working programs; the former include fundamen-
tal political ideas, while the programs are action-
oriented. Currently, ten political parties are repre-
sented in the parliament, ranging from socialist to
conservative to liberal. Representatives to parlia-
ment are elected in local areas and thus represent
their home localities as well as a political party.

Liberal parties traditionally strive for individual
freedom, including freedom of thought, belief,
speech, expression, individual choice, and owner-
ship, and attempt to strengthen the rights of the
individual citizen in relation to the state. Conserva-
tives stress individual freedom, choice, and respon-
sibility and attempt to protect the national culture
and tradition. Modern conservatism includes confi-
dence in the individual, an open and critical outlook,
tolerance, and a free market economy, combined
with a commitment to social security. Social Dem-
ocrats favor a welfare society based on freedom,
equal opportunity, equality, dignity, solidarity,
cultural freedom and diversity, ecology, and de-
mocracy. Socialist parties seek a society based on
political, social, and cultural diversity; ecological
sustainability; social security; equal opportunity;
responsibility for the weak; individual freedom;
self-realization; active work for peace and disarma-
ment; and a commitment to end global inequality.
The Christian People’s Party favors a democracy
based on Christian ethical values, focused on indi-
vidual freedom, social responsibility and security,
the family, and medical ethics. For this party, a
Christian view of human nature forms the basis for
equal human value regardless of race, sex, age, abil-
ities, culture, and religion.

Social Problems and Control. Executive power
lies with the monarch, while legislative power is
based in the parliament. In executive matters, the

monarch exercises authority through government
ministers. Judicial power lies with the courts of
justice. The most common crimes are offenses
against property, offenses against special laws in
some municipalities, crimes of violence, and sexual
offenses.

The police force consists of approximately
10,000 officers, who work at police stations located
in local communities. Traditionally, Danish police
have been known for their easy-going manner and
‘‘gentle’’ approach to difficult situations, relying
more on dialogue and communication than on
brute force. After years of becoming more central-
ized and distanced from the Danish people, there is
now a trend in policing that involves forming new,
smaller police stations in more towns and cities. In
this new environment, officers are moving out of
their cars and walking the streets, gaining closer
contact with the people.

In criminal cases, those over the age of 15 may
be punished by the courts. Those between 15 and 18
are held in special youth prisons that provide social
training. Those above the age of 18 are imprisoned
in one of the country’s 14 state prisons. Due to a
lack of prison space, convicted criminals sometimes
wait for up to two years before they are actually
imprisoned.

Military Activity. Since World War II, Denmark
has been a member of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), and it participated in NATO’s
actions in the Balkan crisis in the 1990s, particu-
larly in Bosnia and Kosovo. Denmark also contrib-
utes to the United Nations peace forces in the Middle
East and other areas. In 1993, the population voted
not to join in the development of a common EU
military force.

The military is staffed through a system of
compulsory enrollment. The term of service, de-
pending on one’s duties, ranges from four to twelve
months. Full mobilization in the defense forces in-
volves fifty-eight thousand soldiers, while in the
absence of war the number is only fifteen thousand.
The defense forces include the navy, air force, home
guard, and national rescue corps. The defense bud-
get in 1997 was under 2 percent of the gross na-
tional product.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

All residents receive social support when they are
unemployed, either through union insurance or lo-
cally run programs. Idled workers receive compen-
sation that is equal to slightly less than the lowest
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Egeskov Castle is a well-preserved example of Renaissance architecture in Denmark.

wages paid for regular, full-time employment, and
they are also guaranteed housing, food, and other
basic necessities. After six months of unemploy-
ment, an individual meets with an officer from the
local unemployment office to formulate a specific
strategy for getting a new job. That strategy can
include training, further education, or a govern-
ment job that is supported by the local community
in which the person lives.

Public and private programs to aid disabled in-
dividuals are found in every major town and city.
Food and shelter are always provided, and some-

times disabled persons are placed with a type of
foster family.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Danes pursue common interests in leisure, sports,
and politics. Associations are essentially nongov-
ernmental, originating in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, when farmers and workers formed interest
groups. Today Denmark has one of the highest pro-
portions of association membership in the world.
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More than 90 percent of the population belongs to
an organization, and more than 73 percent of the
people have multiple memberships in more than
three hundred thousand organizations.

Organizations and associations play three im-
portant roles. First, they have been able to develop
common interests and identities among different
groups of people. Second, practical improvements
in the form of production, increases in salary, and
membership discounts have been achieved. Third,
organizations participate in the political struggle for
the distribution of values and goods in society.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Denmark has the
highest percentage of women in the labor market in
Europe, with close to 80 percent of women being
employed. Since the 1980s, the country has had a
public policy of equality of men and women in
regard to wages and working conditions, yet men
are more likely to get top positions and in general
earn higher wages than women. Persistent beliefs
associate women with the family and men with
work. These practices are enforced by employers
who encourage single women and married men to
pursue careers.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Since
1924 there have been women in the government,
and the representation of women in politics has
grown significantly. Today nine of twenty minis-
ters are women. However, state ministers have al-
ways been men. The Equal Status Council was
founded in 1974 and closed in 2000, when a new
equal status law was issued.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Individuals are free to choose their mar-
riage partners. Many people cohabit at a young age.
Polygyny and polyandry are not allowed, and it is
forbidden to marry close family and kin members.
Since the late 1980s, homosexuals have had the
right to register their partnerships with the local
city council. People marry for love, but convenience
and economic gains may be equally important. Par-
ents who are not married may wed to give legal
security to their children in case of sudden or acci-
dental death.

Forty percent of the adult population is mar-
ried, 45 percent is unmarried, 7 percent is divorced,
and 7 percent is widowed. Divorce typically in-
volves separation followed by a legal procedure.

Domestic Unit. The ideal household unit consists
of a married couple and their children who are
below age twenty. However, more than 50 percent
of households have only one adult (single, divorced
with children, or widowed). Extended families liv-
ing together are rare. Young people usually leave
the parental home in their late teens. Previously
children stayed in the same town or municipality as
their parents, but today families are dispersed
across the country. Some people choose to live in
shared houses on the basis of similarities in age or
ideology or for practical purposes such as ecological
farming. A number of collective forms of housing
for the elderly have emerged.

Inheritance. For many centuries, men and women
have had equal inheritance rights. If one member of
a couple dies, the other partner inherits all the pos-
sessions of the deceased. If both partners die, their
children inherit equal shares of their possessions.
There are also special circumstances such as wills,
separate estates, joint property, and divided or undi-
vided possession of an estate.

Traditionally, the oldest son inherited the farm
or the position as head of the family company after
the death of the father. However, the son in this case
has to compensate his mother and siblings econom-
ically. This tradition extends to the royal family,
where the title of king traditionally has been passed
from father to oldest son. Because King Frederik IX
had no sons, the constitution was changed in 1953
to make it legal for his oldest daughter to inherit the
throne.

Kin Groups. Family relations are traced back
equally both matrilineally and patrilineally, and
active kin groups often extend to the great-grand-
parents. Rural residents often hold ‘‘cousin-parties’’
(fætter-kusine-fester) that are attended by up to 90
people.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Three to six months of maternal leave
is a legal right, but the mother may share the last
three months of that leave with the father. Infants
generally are breast-fed until the end of the period of
maternal leave. Traditionally, the mother was the
primary caregiver, but recently the father and other
family members have been recognized as equally
important in raising infants. Because Denmark has
one of the highest rates of women in the labor
market, most infants above six months of age spend
the mother’s working hours in public nurseries or
private child care.

D E N M A R K

6 2 3



Some Danes, such as these hunters near Alborg, enjoy outdoor leisure activities.

Infant care has been much debated, resulting in
great variations in regard to ideas about how much
an infant should be carried around, whether it
should sleep alone or with the parents, whether
parents should attend to a baby every time it cries,
and how to manage infants who cry during the
night. The overall tendency is that younger parents
recognize the individual rights and needs of an in-
fant more than older people do.

Child Rearing and Education. Most children en-
ter kindergarten at age three, and many continue
school attendance until their early teens. In 1997,
more than 80 percent of three- to six-year-olds
attended some kind of day care institution. The ped-
agogy practiced in nursery schools, kindergartens,
and after-school centers is not research-based but is
informed by changing ideologies of what children
are like and what they need. An ideology of ‘‘self-
management’’ is practiced in many institutions,
leaving it up to the children to decide what they
want to do and how, where, and when to do it.

In the ideal family, the mother and father share
authority, including their children in decision mak-
ing. In pedagogical circles, the term ‘‘negotiation-
families’’ is used to illustrate this situation. Most
children are materially well taken care of, with

nourishing food, regular supplies of new clothes
and toys, and a private room in the family house.
Some people argue that working parents compen-
sate for their absence by giving their children toys,
videos, and computers.

Higher Education. There are five universities: the
University of Copenhagen, the University of South-
ern Denmark, the University of Aarhus, Aalborg
University, and Roskilde University Center. In
1996, 167,764 students were enrolled in those in-
stitutions: 93,544 women and 74,220 men. All
children in Denmark are obligated to complete nine
years of school, either at private or public institu-
tions. After they have fulfilled that requirement, 50
percent of the students choose a trade by entering
vocational training, which includes an apprentice-
ship and formal schooling. Thirty percent select a
one- to three-year college training program, which
prepares them for teaching, nursing, or other pro-
fessional occupations. The remaining 20 percent en-
ter university. Nearly two-thirds of graduating
students apply for university, but the majority are
not admitted; those who are turned down either
reapply the next year or select one of the vocational
or college options. Admission has become increas-
ingly competitive, based on grade point averages.
All higher education is free of charge.
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Crowds of tourists and Copenhagen residents mingle along the Stroget, a mile-long pedestrian street along the harbor.

ETIQUETTE

Privacy is a primary value in Danish etiquette. One
is not supposed to invite oneself into another per-
son’s house or look into other people’s land, prop-
erty, and salary. Danes show few emotions pub-
licly, as the open expression of feelings is considered
a sign of weakness. Unless provoked, Danes avoid
getting into an argument, and they dislike being
interrupted during a conversation.

Informality is considered a virtue. However, in-
formality in social interaction makes it difficult to
enter new social circles. At dinner parties, meetings,
and conferences, there are no formal introductions,
leaving it up to people to initiate interaction.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Religious freedom is consonant
with international standards on the right to free-
dom of religion. Eighty-six percent of the popula-
tion belongs to the Evangelical Lutheran Church,
which has for centuries been supported by the state
and is considered the national church. Numerous
other Christian communities exist, including the
Catholic Church, the Danish Baptist Church, and
the Pentecostal Movement. Other world religions
represented in the country are Islam, Judaism,
Hinduism, Buddhism, the Baha’i faith, and Sikhism.

Recently, religious groups celebrating old Viking
gods have emerged.

Religious Practitioners. The majority religion is
Christianity, and at birth all Danes are considered to
belong to the national church, with an obligation to
pay church taxes as part of the income tax.

Since the fifteenth century priests have been ed-
ucated in a university, and ministers in the national
church are officials under the Minister of Ecclesiasti-
cal Affairs. The official duties of religious leaders
include performing church ceremonies for local
members of the national church and keeping a reg-
ister of births, marriages, and deaths. Many reli-
gious practitioners participate in worldly affairs as
social workers or advocate for the underprivileged
in public debates.

Rituals and Holy Places. Churches are situated
within and outside villages, towns, and cities and
are surrounded by churchyards with cemeteries. In
a Lutheran service, there is a minister, a cantor, a
servant, and an organist. Members attend ritual
events such as baptisms, confirmations, wedding
ceremonies, and funerals and major religious events
such as Christmas and Easter. Only a minority of
people attend services regularly, and on weekdays
churches are virtually empty.
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Death and the Afterlife. Danes are not great be-
lievers in God; therefore, practices concerning death,
the deceased, funerals, and the afterlife are handled
in a rational and practical manner.

Dead persons are buried in coffins on the
grounds of a church or are cremated and have their
ashes buried in the graveyard. Graves are decorated
with a gravestone with the deceased’s name, dates,
and greetings and are surrounded by greenery and
flowers. After twenty years the grave is neglected
unless family members pay for its care. Generally,
religious practitioners are available to support the
surviving relatives and talk about life, death, and
the afterlife. Neoreligious communities have
emerged in which people are guided to the other side
to communicate with deceased family members
and kin.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Since 1973, a tax-financed health care system has
provided free access to health care throughout the
life span within a national system. Treatment for
inclusion in this system must adhere to theories and
practices based on the sciences of medicine and psy-
chology utilized by organized practitioners trained
at accredited colleges and universities.

Most children are born in hospitals. Health visi-
tors give families support for infant care and devel-
opment. All children are offered an extensive vacci-
nation program and medical examinations on a
regular basis (at least once a year) until they leave
school.

Fee-for-service health care is available from al-
ternative practitioners and private hospitals. Alter-
native medicines such as homeopathy, reflexology,
acupuncture, massage, diet therapy, and healing
have been popular since the 1960s. Alternative ex-
planatory models adhere to notions of holism and
energy as important factors in disease and healing,
aiming at indirect disease elimination. Alternative
medicines have been well received by the popula-
tion, with 20 percent of the population seeking al-
ternative treatments in the 1980s and more than 30
percent in the 1990s.

In the 1990s, a number of private hospitals
offering orthodox medical services and staffed with
medical doctors, nurses, and other biomedical pro-
fessions were established. Limited resources for na-
tional health care that caused long waiting lists led
to the establishment of private hospitals offering
treatments such as hip surgery and bypass opera-
tions.

Medical professionals increasingly stress the in-
dividual’s responsibility for health through changes
in lifestyle and personal habits. Smoking, alcohol
abuse, poor dietary patterns, and lack of physical
exercise are considered the main causes of disease. In
surveys of lay perceptions of health and disease, the
focus has been on notions of the importance of var-
ied eating patterns, fresh air, regular exercise, a
positive mood, and good social relations.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Among the traditional secular celebrations is
‘‘Shrovetide’’ (fastelavn), which is held in February
and features children dressed in fancy costumes go-
ing from house to house singing songs and begging
for money, candy, or even buns. The ‘‘1st of May
Celebrations’’ were originally intended to celebrate
the formation of workers’ unions, but they have
evolved into public parties with demonstrations,
speeches, music, and drinking. ‘‘Saint Hans’’ is a
midsummer celebration held on June 23 that fea-
tures singing, speeches, and a traditional bonfire at
which a doll symbolizing a witch is burned. Besides
these national celebrations, farmers and other rural
residents regularly hold harvest parties in August
and September to celebrate crops that have been
brought in from the fields.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Artists may join a union
from which they receive insurance against unem-
ployment. In this system of employment security,
artists must produce input in the form of work, and
many artists take menial jobs to maintain their
union status. During their training, artists may re-
ceive subsidies through the State Education Grant
and Loan scheme. A few artists are awarded a civil
list pension on the basis of merit and talent. A few
excellent artists are fully self-supporting.

Literature. Danish literature was initiated by the
historian Saxo Grammaticus, who wrote about
Danish history up to the end of the twelfth century,
including Scandinavian mythology, with its tradi-
tional stories of gods and legendary heroes. Since
that time, Denmark has had a long history of po-
etry and literature, with Hans Christian Andersen
and Karen Blixen (Isak Dinesen) being among the
most famous writers.

Graphic Arts. There is an extended culture of
painting, sculpture, textiles, and pottery. Those
subjects are part of the school curriculum and are
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taught in leisure time courses. Many of the islands
are known for their artifacts. Bornholm produces
pottery, sculpture, and glass. Artifacts are exhibited
at museums and art exhibitions attended by school
children, university students, and tourists. Profes-
sional artists known outside Denmark include the
sculptor Bertel Thorvaldsen (1770–1844) and the
contemporary painter Per Kirkeby.

Performance Arts. Music and dance from Europe
have been dominant, but genres from Africa and
South America have become popular. The Royal
Danish Music Conservatory was founded in 1867,
and the Rhythmic Music Conservatory was
founded in 1986. Conservatories are for those with
special talents and ambitions, while many other
schools are open to a wider range of people. Danish
cinema has been awarded many international
prizes.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

University life dates back to the fifteenth century,
with theology, medicine, and law as the first areas
of study. The terminal degree was for centuries the
magistergraden, which was between a master’s and
a doctoral degree. Recently this degree has been re-
placed by the kandidatgraden, which is equivalent to
a master’s degree. Theology was the first social
science degree awarded. Major social sciences today
are economics, political science, anthropology, and
sociology.

The physical sciences are well established. The
Technical University of Denmark was founded in
1829 and today is a leading international institu-
tion, training construction, chemical, computer,
and mechanical engineers. However, young Danes
tend to choose humanistic or social science studies
over the natural sciences.

Universities are public and are run by the state,
as are the Ministry of Research and a number of
research councils that fund basic and applied re-
search. Much technical research is applied, sup-
ported by public and private authorities, and much
natural science research is funded by private com-
panies and foundations. The Danish Technological
Institute and the Academy for Technical Sciences are
important in technology and information services.
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CULTURE NAME

Djiboutian

ORIENTATION

Identification. Djibouti is in northeast Africa, on
the Red Sea coast, bordered by Eritrea, Ethiopia, and
Somalia. The country was created by France in the
late nineteenth century during the colonial scramble
for Africa. In 1977, it became independent after
having been a protectorate and colony for more
than a century. Djibouti had no identity as a state or
national unit before 1859, when the French con-
cluded a treaty with the local Afar sultan of Obock.

The two dominant ethnic groups—the Issa-
Somali and the Afar—have opposed each other on
critical occasions, but a minimal shared identity and
national consciousness have emerged, buttressed by
social and cultural similarities between originally
nomadic-pastoral populations that speak related
languages, adhere to Islam, and share a way of life.
The wealth brought by Djibouti’s seaports unite the
inhabitants, who share the idea of being an island of
relative stability in a volatile region. While the na-
tion has experienced political turbulence and active
armed rebellion, there has never been a prolonged
civil war. Compromise has shaped its political life.
In international and regional affairs, Djibouti tries
to avoid being a pawn of the neighboring countries
and maintains an independent position.

Location and Geography. Djibouti lies in a hot,
arid area of the Horn of Africa. Its area is 8,960
square miles (23,200 square kilometers). The soil is
rocky and sandy and lies on volcanic layers. In the
hot and humid climate, rainfall is very low. Most of
the soil is not suitable for agriculture, and only
about 10 percent is used as pasture. The vegetation
consists mainly of desert shrubs and acacia trees.
There are only a few patches of perennial forest. The
traditional mode of life was nomadic pastoralism, in
which state borders were not recognized. Fishing in

the Red Sea provides a limited source of income;
horticulture is possible only on a small scale.

The Bay of Tadjoura cuts into the country from
the Gulf of Aden. The terrain is mainly a desertlike
plain with some intermediate mountain ranges near
Arta and the eastern border. There is one active
volcano. There are seasonal streams that flow
toward the sea or into the two salt lakes. Apart
from Djibouti City, the capital and large urban cen-
ter, there are a few small towns: Tadjoura, Obock,
Dikhil, Ali Sabieh, and Yoboki.

Demography. The population in 1999 was esti-
mated at about 640,000. It is ethnically diverse, and
there are significant numbers of expatriates, includ-
ing Europeans (mainly French) and Arabs (mainly
Yemenis). There is a sizable community of Ethio-
pians and refugees from Eritrea and Somalia. More
than half the population lives in Djibouti City.

Linguistic Affiliation. The main indigenous lan-
guages are Afar and Issa-Somali, both of which be-
long to the Cushitic language group. The official
national languages are French, which is used in edu-
cation and administration, and Arabic, which is
spoken by Yemeni and other Arab immigrants.

Symbolism. The coat of arms shows two bent olive
branches within which a traditional round shield is
pictured over a vertical Somali spear topped with a
red star and flanked by two Afar daggers to the left
and right. It symbolizes the ideal of coexistence of
the two dominant communities. The flag is a
tricolor with blue, white, and green fields and a red
star on the triangular white field on the left.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Politics has been domi-
nated by the complex relations between the Issa-
Somali and the Afar. Before the colonial era, they
were nomadic pastoralists and traders and were po-
litically highly organized but had no state-forming
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tradition. The Afar had chiefdoms and four sultan-
ates. When the French arrived, about 75 percent of
the territory was inhabited by Afar nomads. The
Issa had a decentralized political organization based
on clan loyalty, although the ruler of Zeila, a trad-
ing center on the Somali coast, had great influence
over them. The number of Issa and Gadabursi (the
third largest group, also Somali) grew steadily in
the twentieth century because of immigration from
Somalia. The Isaak Somali (about 13 percent of the
population) also originated in Somalia.

Before independence, the French alternatively
promoted the Issa and the Afar; that divisive policy
contributed to postcolonial conflicts.

France created Djibouti as a colony and super-
imposed a centralist state structure on local pastoral
societies. More than two-thirds of the territory tra-
ditionally belonged to Afar sultanates, and the re-

maining southern slice was controlled by Issa no-
madic herders. Djibouti as a nation derives its
identity from its strategic location and the economic
importance of the port. A political crisis occurred
with the 1991 armed rebellion of the Front for the
Restoration of Unity and Democracy (FRUD), a
largely Afar movement that conquered a major part
of the country. This crisis pressured the govern-
ment into opening the political system and holding
multiparty elections in 1992. After the elections, a
military crackdown was followed by an accommo-
dative policy in which the FRUD was persuaded to
join mainstream politics and abandon violence.

National Identity. Djibouti’s identity as a nation
is a compromise between the political and social
aspirations of two communities that have created a
social contract within the context of the state that
allows them to maintain their independence.

The new President, Ismail Omar Guelleh, who
has been in office since 1999, supports economic
integration with Ethiopia and has hinted at favoring
economic federation with that country.

Ethnic Relations. Though closely related cul-
turally and linguistically, the Afar and the Somali-
speaking groups (especially the Issa) have been ri-
vals for power and access to resources. This tension
exploded into open armed conflict in the 1990s.
After a military campaign to quell the Afar revolt,
the government opted for a policy of compromise
without endangering Issa dominance, and a full-
scale ‘‘ethnicization’’ of politics was averted. There
is also tension between the settled population and
newcomers (Gadabursi, Isaak, and refugees), which
occasionally turns into open conflict.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Djibouti has no tradition of urban architecture. The
indigenous architecture of earlier centuries is found
in the capitals of the sultanates of Raheita and
Tadjoura, with their old mosques and town centers.
Djibouti City was designed by French town plan-
ners with a grid street plan and government institu-
tions placed close to each other in the center. The
town grew fast, with new neighborhoods added in a
less planned fashion. There is a camel market on the
outskirts.

In the urban culture, traditional social and cul-
tural features of the indigenous populations tend to
fuse and create new forms. In the countryside, the
herders’ seasonal migrations and transborder cross-
ings of Afar, Issa, and Gadabursi pastoralists show
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the mobility and free use of space necessary for the
survival of humans and herds. These people have
huts and furniture that can be easily packed and
moved.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Dairy products and meat from
the herds are the traditional foods, along with grain
dishes. In the cities, the diet is influenced by Italian
and other European foods. A notable feature of the
diet is the consumption of the light narcotic leaf qat,
which is imported from Ethiopia. Qat is consumed
recreationally by virtually all men, preferably after
lunch, when government offices and work come to
a standstill in the midday heat.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Qat is
used in religious services, allegedly because it en-
hances concentration, delays sleep, and mutes the
appetite.

Basic Economy. Djibouti is a poor but developing
country that is dependent on the expanding port
and services sector. The economy is unbalanced,
with only rudimentary agriculture and a declining
livestock economy, but most people still maintain
herds and work in agriculture. Infrastructure and
communications, except around the port and in the
capital, are underdeveloped. Unemployment, pov-
erty, and social insecurity are rampant, especially in
the countryside and the working-class neighbor-
hoods in Djibouti City. The government receives
subsidies from Arab oil countries and France for
balance of payments support and development
projects. There is a growing banking and insurance
sector, and the telecommunications sector is the
best in the region. The currency used is the Djibouti
franc.

Land Tenure and Property. Although the govern-
ment holds most of the land, urban land can be
owned privately. Nomadic pastoralists control their
traditional pasture areas through customary
rights.

Commercial Activities. Djibouti is a free-trade
zone. Port activity and related services dwarf other
commercial activities, but there is also a small tour-
ist industry. The expenditures of the French army
are substantial. Prostitution in Djibouti City is a big
business.

Major Industries. The industrial sector employs
thirty-five thousand people in a large mineral water
bottling plant, leather tanning, construction, a

pharmaceuticals factory, abattoirs, salt mining,
and a petroleum refinery.

Trade. The transshipment trade through the port
is the mainstay of the economy and creates at least
75 percent of the gross domestic product. It has
greatly expanded since 1998, when Ethiopia decided
to shift all of its import-export activities to Djibouti.
Djibouti produces only 5 percent of its own food
needs, making it a huge food importer from Ethio-
pia (grain and other staples) and Somalia (meat and
dairy products). The costs of imports are covered by
the profitable service sector (the port) and proceeds
from contraband trade.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Issa and Gadabursi social or-
ganization was fairly egalitarian, although it has a
patriarchal bias. There are positions of wider au-
thority, such as that of the ugaz, a ritual-political
clan leader. In the countryside, egalitarianism is still
the norm, but there are many impoverished pasto-
ralists as a result of drought, cattle disease, and
conflict.

Among the Afar, traditional social stratification
was much more hierarchical. The Afar were orga-
nized in sultanates and had ‘‘tribal’’ and clan rank-
ings. The Afar distinguish between the more presti-
gious ‘‘red’’ clans (the Asahimara) and the ‘‘white’’
clans (the Asdohimara), although this division did
not coincide with political authority in all regions.
In the country as a whole, urbanization, modern
state formation and political institutions, and trade
have created an urban social stratification based on
political power and wealth.

Among the Afar and Somali groups there tradi-
tionally are castelike artisan groups that tradition-
ally were held in low esteem. The modern economy
gave rise to an incipient class society, including in it
the working class. Most workers are state civil ser-
vants and port laborers. A relatively large stratum
of the population engages in prostitution, works in
bars, and trades in contraband. Yemenis tradition-
ally form the trader class.

Symbols of Social Stratification. In line with the
socio-economic differentiation into a developing ur-
ban society and a largely stagnant agro-pastoral
rural society, differences in appearance and life style
between social groups are increasingly visible. The
urban elites speak French, are well-dressed, have
good housing, drive their own cars, and travel
abroad frequently for business, education, or lei-
sure. The rural and urban poor have substandard
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Tourists may purchase leopard skins and rugs at a market in Djibouti City.

housing, no means of transport, and live under pre-
carious conditions. Most of the rural populations
speak Afar or Issa-Somali, not the more prestigious
French.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Since independence in 1977, there
has been a presidential-republican system of gov-
ernment. There is a Chamber of Deputies with
sixty-five members that is elected by universal
suffrage. Real power lies with the president and his
inner circle. The president is also commander in
chief of the armed forces. The prime minister, who
is always an Afar, is relatively powerless. The coun-
try effectively remained an authoritarian one-party
state until 1992, when the Afar struggle for more
power became a quest for inclusive democracy.

Leadership and Political Officials. Political life
since independence has been dominated by a re-
stricted elite of Issa and Afar politicians. In recent
years younger politicians have emerged, but they
are linked to the same elite. The 1992 constitution
limits the number of political parties to four.

There are complex formal and informal rules
for the division of power across the various ethnic
communities: The president is an Issa; the prime

minister is an Afar; and in the Cabinet of Ministers,
one seat each is reserved for the Arabs, Isaak, and
Gadabursi, while the Afar have one seat more than
the Issa. The head of the supreme court is always an
Issa.

Social Problems and Control. Unemployment,
the decline of pastoral society, a lack of education,
and poverty are the major social problems. Prosti-
tution has caused major health problems, including
the spread of AIDS. The refugee population strains
the national budget and service facilities. In rural
areas, communities deal with local political issues
and disputes through the use of customary law.

Military Activity. Djibouti has an army of ninety-
four hundred men, along with a small navy and air
force. Men serve on the basis of conscription. There
is a police force of twelve hundred and a national
security force of three thousand. In the mid-1990s,
the national army grew to a force of twenty thou-
sand to contain the armed revolt led by FRUD. The
national security force keeps a tight grip on domes-
tic security. One faction of the FRUD is still active in
the Afar part of the country. Djibouti is the base of a
large French overseas military force consisting of
three thousand men, with one Foreign Legion bat-
talion that helps control the strategic Red Sea en-
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French planners laid out the original street grid of Djibouti City.

trance and the port, mediates in domestic conflicts,
and protects the republic against its neighbors.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The Djibouti government is not in a financial posi-
tion to support extended social and welfare pro-
grams. There are state pensions for retired civil ser-
vants, but no unemployment benefits or social
security provisions, except on a private basis via
insurance. There are some vocational training insti-
tutes, orphanages and food aid institutions run by
Islamic and Christian charities, but they do not
cover the needs of the population. Several local non-
governmental organizations are active in ad-
dressing problems of urban and rural development.
Refugees from Ethiopia and Somalia are cared for
partly by the government and by United Nations
programs.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

With the economy being dominated by the state,
the role of nongovernmental organizations and as-
sociations is limited. The most important organiza-
tions are the trade unions, which have some auton-
omy.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. If they are not live-
stock herders or fishermen, men work largely in the
civil service, horticulture, corporate business, the
military, and the port services. Women are active as
lower civil servants and petty traders, mostly in the
informal sector.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. By cus-
tom and law men have more rights and higher sta-
tus than women. Traditional Afar and Issa culture
as well as Islam tend to support a pattern of gender
roles that give men predominance in public life,
business, and politics. Economic necessity, conflict,
and migration have made many women the sole
household head.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Descent and family and ethnic group
membership remain important in the conclusion of
marriages and in family life, especially in the coun-
tryside, where rituals around marriage and kinship
are still widely observed. Afar have a traditional
preference for patrilateral cross-cousin marriage;
the Issa and other Somalis are less strict. There is
some Afar-Issa intermarriage.
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Domestic Unit. The domestic unit in the city is the
nuclear family, although members of extended
families often live together and provide mutual sup-
port. Pastoralists among the Issa, Afar, and
Gadabursi live and move together in extended kin
groups, accompanied by allies and adopted mem-
bers. Men make decisions involving the movement
of herds and families.

Inheritance. Inheritance follows the tenets of Is-
lamic law, modified by state law inspired by French
civil codes.

Kin Groups. In the indigenous Issa and Afar com-
munities, and among the Gadabursi and Isaak So-
mali, the clan and the lower-level lineage remain
important. Membership in these units is identified
for marriage purposes, economic networking and
mutual assistance, and recourse to customary law
for dispute settlement and decisions about inheri-
tance.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. The family and
local community play a crucial role in education
and the transmission of culture and morals. Only a
minority of children in the countryside, especially
in the Afar area, attend schools; often these are Ko-
ranic schools with low academic standards. Most
children remain in the extended family to assist in
economic activities (herding). More than half the
population is illiterate. The rural and poor urban
populations speak only their indigenous languages.
Children are socialized within the family and lineage
group and are reared to feel an attachment to kin
and community. Among the Somali, children are
given more freedom than they are among the Afar,
among whom the fima, a disciplinary institution, is
strong. Exposure to formal schooling is limited to
roughly one-third of school-age children, chiefly in
Djibouti City.

Higher Education. There are no universities.
Many high school graduates go to France to pursue
higher education.

ETIQUETTE

The Issa and Afar value the expression of personal
independence and courage, but not recklessness.
They feel attached to their cultural tradition, or at
least to their idea of it. Older people are treated
respectfully.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The dominant religion of
Djiboutians and Arabs is Islam (95 percent of the
population). The ten thousand Europeans are nomi-
nally Christians (Catholic). Ethiopians are mostly
Ethiopian Orthodox Christian, and Greeks and Ar-
menians are Eastern Orthodox Christian. Islamic
beliefs are deeply rooted in Afar and Somali society.
Indigenous Issa, Gadabursi, and Afar beliefs com-
bine folk religion and custom with normative Is-
lamic practices. Sufi orders are also prominent.
Islam is not used for political purposes by any
major party.

Religious Practitioners. Among the Islamic Issa,
Gadabursi, and Afar, sheikhs and marabouts oc-
cupy a prominent position and play a role in many
lifecycle events. There is one diocese for the nine
thousand Catholics.

Rituals and Holy Places. There are no Islamic
holy places except the tombs of saints and mara-
bouts. Daily life is oriented to the Islamic cycle of
religious rituals and holidays.

Death and the Afterlife. Islamic and Christian
religious precepts include the belief in the im-
mortality of the soul, ascending to heaven, or de-
scending to hell, according to the merits of an indi-
vidual’s life. All deceased are buried—there is no
cremation. In traditional Afar and Issa beliefs,
shaped by the continuity of patrilineal ideology, the
soul of a deceased rejoins the ancestors, who are
occasionally appealed to by the living descendants.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Health care is precarious. In Djibouti City, it is
available, although not easily accessible to the poor.
In rural areas, there are clinics in the major villages,
but the nomadic peoples are dependent on tradi-
tional remedies.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Independence Day on 27 June is the most important
national holiday and unites all Djiboutians in cele-
bration of their national identity. New Year’s Day is
celebrated on 1 January and Labor Day on 1 May;
11 November, 25 December (Christmas Day), and
31 December (New Year’s Eve) are other public holi-
days.
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Djibouti’s ports are the mainstay of its economy.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Academic life is lacking, because there are not any
universities or a significant intellectual scene. Art-
ists (painters, sculptors, designers) cater to foreign
demand. The few literary authors publish in French.

Support for the Arts. The government has few
financial or institutional resources to support the
arts, but in the capital there is a ‘‘people’s palace,’’ a
national museum, and a national center for the pro-
motion of culture and the arts, where performances
and festivals are held. The National Tourism Office
has a section to promote interest in the traditional
crafts of the country. Connaissance de Djibouti is a
study association whose members are interested in
retrieving knowledge of the cultures and customs of
Djibouti’s peoples. Djibouti maintains a cultural ex-
change and education agreement with France.

Literature. While there is little creative written
literature (poetry, novels, drama) to speak of, oral
poetry and rhetoric are well developed in Afar and
Somali pastoral societies. The Afar are familiar with
the ginnili, a kind of warrior-poet and diviner, and
have a rich oral tradition of folk stories. Among the
Somali, poetic talent and verbal skills expressed in
songs and epic stories are also highly developed. In
recent years there has been a growing number of
politicians and intellectuals who write memoirs or

reflections on Djibouti society and its problems, but
virtually all of them publish in France.

Graphic Arts. Some painters and sculptors in
Djibouti town galleries cater largely to French and
other foreign visitors.

Performance Arts. There are no major theaters or
playwrights in Djibouti, although there are drama
performances in the capital’s center for culture and
art.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND

SOCIAL SCIENCES

Research is done by foreign institutions and individ-
uals, often in partnership with Djibouti scientists
educated abroad. There is a French-supported re-
search institute, the Institut Supérieur des Etudes et
des Recherches Scientifiques et Techniques. Research
on Djibouti society is not well developed.
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CULTURE NAME

Dominican

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Commonwealth of Dominica; Dominique

ORIENTATION

Identification. Sighted on 3 November 1493 dur-
ing Christopher Columbus’s second voyage to the
‘‘New World,’’ Dominica was named for the day:
dies Dominica, ‘‘the Lord’s Day’’ or ‘‘Sunday’’ in
Latin. Carib Indians from South America had inhab-
ited the island for almost six hundred years and
other Amerindians had been there for as long as
three thousand years, but their name for the island,
Waitukubuli, meaning ‘‘Tall is her body,’’ was not
recorded for another two centuries. Spain soon lost
interest in the island, but France and England
fought each other and the Caribs for control
throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries. After changing hands several times and two
centuries of continuous British rule, Dominica be-
came an independent republic on 3 November 1978.

Location and Geography. Not to be confused
with the nearby Dominican Republic, Dominica is
located between French-controlled Martinique and
Guadeloupe in the eastern Caribbean. The capital,
Roseau, is located on the calm Caribbean Sea on the
western coast; the rougher Atlantic Ocean forms
the island’s eastern shore. Though only 29 miles
(47 kilometers) long and 16 miles (26 kilometers)
wide, those who have tried to settle and develop the
island through the centuries have been frustrated
with the difficulties of accessing its 290 square
miles (751 square kilometers) of land area. With
peaks over 4,500 feet (1,370 meters) high, it is the
most mountainous island in the Lesser Antilles and
one of the last islands in the Caribbean to be colo-
nized. It provided refuge for indigenous Caribs and

later for maroons (escaped slaves), and never devel-
oped the large-scale sugar plantations that charac-
terized other colonies. Lush tropical rainforests
cover two-thirds of the island, and annual rainfall
ranges from 50 inches (127 centimeters) on the
coast to 300 inches (762 centimeters) in the moun-
tains. Its volcanic origin is evident in bubbling sul-
phur springs and the Boiling Lake, located in the
17,000-acre (6,885 hectare) Trois Pitons National
Park (a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1998).
The island has few white sand beaches, but numer-
ous waterfalls and rivers (Dominicans say there is
one for each day of the year).

Demography. The 1991 population census
counted 71,183 persons and provided an estimate
for 1998 of 74,300 people. About twenty thousand
reside in Roseau and its environs, reflecting the
‘‘drift’’ to the urban center during the last several
decades of the twentieth century. A majority of the
population, 89 percent, is of African descent, 7 per-
cent are of mixed race, and 2 percent are Carib. The
remaining 2 percent identify as white, Syrian Leba-
nese, East Indian, Chinese, and Portuguese.

Linguistic Affiliation. The country’s complex
colonial past is reflected in its languages. English
has been the official language since the British took
control in 1763, but it ranges from the standard
varieties spoken in Roseau to creolized varieties in
rural villages. A distinct English-based creole called
Kokoy is spoken in Wesley and Marigot, two vil-
lages on the Atlantic coast that were settled by
Methodist missionaries, estate owners, and their
slave laborers from Antigua and other Leeward Is-
lands in the late eighteenth century. The last fluent
speaker of the Carib language reportedly died in the
1920s, although efforts are now being made to
revive that language. A French-based creole, known
officially as Kwéyòl but also commonly called Pa-
tois or Patwa, arose in the early eighteenth century
through contact between French colonizers and en-
slaved West Africans. Once the primary oral lan-
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guage of the rural population, its use is now declin-
ing among the younger generations. The Konmité
Pou Etid Kwéyòl (Committee for Creole Studies) was
created in 1981 as part of the government’s Cul-
tural Division to document, promote, and preserve
the language.

Symbolism. Dominica’s national motto is Apres
Bondie C’est La Ter, ‘‘After God, it is the land,’’
emphasizing the country’s French-creole heritage,
strong religious orientation, and dependence on the
soil. The national flag depicts a Sisserou parrot,
found only in Dominica, within a red circle sur-
rounded by ten green stars representing the parishes

of the country; this is centered on a cross in yellow,
black, and white stripes on a green background
representing the lushness of its rainforests. The
three-colored cross symbolizes the Trinity of God;
yellow represents the main agricultural products
(bananas and citrus); white, the clarity of its rivers
and waterfalls; and black, the rich volcanic soil and
its African heritage. The national flower, the indige-
nous Bois Caribe (‘‘Carib wood’’), was chosen be-
cause of its hardiness and for having persisted
throughout human habitation of the island. It is
said to represent the nation’s history and continu-
ity, and the ruggedness and resourcefulness of its
people.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Geography has played a
guiding role in the island’s history. Due to the
mountainous terrain and the resistant Caribs who
inhabited it, Dominica was unclaimed by European
powers until settled by French planters and mis-
sionaries in 1635. England, France’s rival, soon vied
for control. In 1686 both nations agreed to relin-
quish the island to the Caribs, yet repeatedly re-
turned. By 1750, the Caribs had retreated to the
rugged windward coast (they now reside in an area
called the Carib Reserve). In 1763, France ceded Do-
minica to England in the Treaty of Paris. The French
captured the island in 1778, but the English re-
gained control in 1783.

The British concentrated in Roseau, and over-
seers ran estates for their absentee owners. The
French, however, lived on small estates and re-
mained well after the British took official control. A
peasant-based agricultural economy and creole cul-
ture emerged. Maroons, often supplied with weap-
ons by the French, terrorized the British from 1785
to 1814. Emancipation for all slaves was granted in
1834. Freed slaves from Dominica, Martinique, and
Guadeloupe eventually took over the small estates.
Dominica became the first and only British Carib-
bean colony to have a black-controlled legislature
following the abolition of slavery. Called the
‘‘Mulatto Ascendency,’’ they played a powerful role
in politics, government, and cultural affairs into the
twentieth century.

Dominica became part of the Leeward Islands in
1833, but changed affiliation to the Windward Is-
lands in 1940. The country became an associated
state within the British Commonwealth in 1967
before claiming independence in 1978.

National Identity. Social and political unrest (in-
cluding attempted coups in 1980 and 1981), eco-
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nomic instability, and the devastating Hurricane
David in 1979 complicated the transition to inde-
pendence. Further divisions included language and
historical settlement patterns, as rural villages were
relatively isolated from each other and from Roseau
and Portsmouth, the second largest town, since col-
onization. Despite internal differences, the national
identity embraced by urban intellectuals and the
government was the cultural heritage highlighting
French, African, and Carib influence, more than
British. A discourse of development unites the coun-
try.

Ethnic Relations. The population is predomi-
nantly of African descent. The Carib reside primar-
ily on the Carib Reserve, but aside from maintaining
some ancestral practices (such as basket weaving
and boat making), they live like rural peoples
around the island. People who identify as Syrian,
Lebanese, and Chinese own some of the largest busi-
nesses in Roseau. Although there is some ethnic
stereotyping, more salient social divisions fall along
class, language, education, and rural and urban
lines.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Roseau is the island’s center of government, com-
merce, health services, education, and communica-
tions. The largest French settlement, it was named
after the reeds that grow along the nearby Roseau
River. French houses grew up haphazardly around
a central market square; when the British came to
power, they planned the remaining streets and
house lots on an orderly grid system. Most build-
ings are small-scale, ranging from Victorian wood
and stone townhouses with large verandas and fret-
work to newer, more hurricane-resistant concrete
structures. The city is dwarfed by the multi-story
cruise ships that call at its newly rebuilt port. A
large black and white crucifix and shrine on Morne
Bruce overlooks the city. Old stone forts built by the
British and expanded by the French include Fort
Young in Roseau (now a hotel) and Fort Shirley in
Portsmouth (in Cabrits National Park).

Rural villages vary by population and size.
Many have a school, health center, post office, one
or more churches, and rum shops. Larger villages
have a community center and playing field for
cricket. Rural homes are traditionally made of wood
with galvanized metal roofing, and are perched on
stilts. They usually have two or three rooms and a
separate outdoor kitchen with a coal pot, fire, or
more modern gas stove. Most are sparsely fur-

nished, though those who can afford it fill their
homes with store-bought knicknacks, dishes, and
appliances. Some larger Western-style concrete
houses with recently-available amenities like elec-
tricity and indoor plumbing are being built. Yards
are kept neat and clean in both rural and urban
areas. People socialize at shops, community centers,
churches, or on the street.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Dominica’s rich volcanic soil
and abundant rainfall are ideal for growing a vari-
ety of fruits, vegetables, and root crops. These are
sold at market or by street vendors, but people typi-
cally grow enough for their own consumption. Ba-
nanas and plantains are central to rural diets, and
are prepared in a variety of ways. The growing and
processing of manioc into cassava bread and farina
was once a major subsistence activity, but now
wheat bread is widely available from local bakeries.
Land crabs, river crayfish, opossum, agouti, and
fish are caught where available. Locally raised live-
stock include goats, pigs, and some cows. Crapaud
or ‘‘mountain chicken,’’ a type of frog, is the na-
tional dish, but a more popular creole dish is roasted
breadfruit with salted codfish, onions, and peppers
cooked in oil. Imported frozen chicken and turkey
parts, tinned milk and sausages, and packaged
snacks are increasingly popular. Staple foods like
flour, sugar, salt, and rice are purchased in town or
from village shops. Individuals often sell homemade
cakes, coconut milk ice pops, and sweets from their
homes.

Urban residents obtain produce from relatives
outside the city or purchase it at market. There are
several large American-style supermarkets in
Roseau, offering expensive imported goods. Most
restaurants are located in Roseau and Portsmouth;
in rural areas, shops may sell sandwiches or fried
chicken. Kentucky Fried Chicken, an American fast
food restaurant, opened in Roseau in 1997. When
guests visit a home in both rural and urban areas, it
is expected that some food or drink will be offered.
Lunch is the largest meal of the day.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions.
Holidays and important religious ceremonies are
celebrated with the slaughtering of livestock and the
preparation of large meals. Guests visit homes
throughout the day and are given food, desserts,
and alcoholic beverages or other drinks. Catholics
make offerings of fruits and vegetables during
church services or special masses.
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Dominicans socialize on the street and in other public areas.

Basic Economy. Agriculture is the mainstay of the
economy, with bananas the chief export crop. Cit-
rus and coconut products are also exported. The
economy has historically relied on a successive
monocrop strategy, but shifting markets, fluctuat-
ing prices, and natural disasters have recently in-
creased calls to diversify.

Land Tenure and Property. In 1763, British sur-
veyors divided the island into lots for sale; only
232 acres went to the Caribs. For the next two
centuries, most large estates belonged to British or
long-established French families. These were
bought up during the ‘‘banana boom’’ of the 1950s
by foreign investors and Dominican merchants and
professionals moving into agriculture. Small-scale
farmers remained scattered between the larger es-
tates. In the 1970s, many estates were sold off in
smaller plots. Today, land ownership with deed is
highly valued by peasant farmers; land is also
rented or worked by squatters. The Carib Reserve
was expanded to 3,700 acres by British administra-
tor Hesketh Bell in 1903, but by law it is commu-
nally owned by all its residents.

Commercial Activities. Agricultural products and
manufactured goods including coconut soaps, bay
leaf oils, juice concentrates, rum, cigarettes, paint,
and plastic sandals are produced for sale.

Major Industries. The major industries include
food processing, coconut product manufacturing,
paint production, rum distilling, and handicrafts.
There is a small commercial fishing industry and
some commerce in timber and pumice. Tourism is
developing, but is hindered by a lack of accommo-
dations and an international airport. Billed as ‘‘The
Nature Island of the Caribbean,’’ recent efforts pro-
mote cultural ecotourism. Day cruise ship visits
increased dramatically in the 1990s.

Trade. Imports total twice as much as exports.
Manufactured goods, food, machinery, and chemi-
cals are imported, chiefly from the United States.
Agricultural produce is exported to CARICOM
countries and the United Kingdom. CARICOM (Ca-
ribbean Community and Common Market), a
treaty established and signed by most Caribbean
nations in 1973, coordinates foreign policies and
economic integration. Bananas are sold to Geest, a
British multinational corporation. Merchants travel
to neighboring islands to sell agricultural produce
and handicrafts.

Division of Labor. Professional positions, includ-
ing highly desirable government jobs, generally re-
quire secondary and usually some post-secondary
education. Rural villagers are predominantly peas-
ant farmers, and sometimes run small businesses.
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Larger businesses are owned by upper-class Domin-
icans and Syrian and Lebanese merchants.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Prime determiners of social
class are wealth, level of education, occupation, and
family history including family name, and class
may change through educational advancement or
pursuit of a prestigious occupation. The wealthier
upper classes are concentrated in Roseau, but there
are also marked differences in social class and status
in rural villages.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Styles of dress,
food, and language were traditionally major sym-
bols of class differentiation, and strongly reflected
rural/urban differences. Today, however, rural folk
desire the same goods and modern conveniences as
urbanites. English still tends to be associated with
the educated upper classes and Kwéyòl with lower-
class peasants, but this is changing as rural areas
become more accessible and education more wide-
spread.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Dominica has a British parliamenta-
rian system of government, headed by a president
and prime minister. The thirty-member unicameral
House of Assembly has twenty-one elected and nine
appointed senators, plus the Speaker of the House. A
local government system allocates each village a
council headed by a chairman (called a chief in the
Carib Reserve).

Leadership and Political Officials. There are
three principal political parties: the Dominica Free-
dom Party (DFP), the Dominica Labour Party (DLP),
and the United Workers Party (UWP). The DFP,
headed by Dame Eugenia Charles, governed from
1980 until 1995. Charles, known as the ‘‘Iron Lady
of the Caribbean,’’ was the first female Caribbean
prime minister. She supported former United States
president Ronald Reagan in the 1983 invasion of
Grenada. The UWP, under the leadership of Prime
Minister Edison James, won the 1995 elections. In
2000, it lost to the DLP and Prime Minister Rosie
Douglas, who died after eight months in office. He
was replaced by Prime Minister Pierre Charles in
October 2000.

Elections are held every five years and are gener-
ally peaceful. Supporters travel the island in cara-
vans by political party, and candidates often
sprinkle campaign speeches with Kwéyòl during

rallies in rural villages. Political officials are gener-
ally respected and often invited to attend important
meetings and events in villages; they may be se-
verely criticized, however, if popular opinion turns
against them.

Social Problems and Control. Since the early
1980s, crime has been very low. The police force is
based in Roseau and maintains departments in
larger villages. The court system is used to resolve
land disputes and slander cases, but problems are
usually settled within the family or village.

Military Activity. The police force includes a Spe-
cial Service Unit and Coast Guard.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The Social Welfare Department was established in
1945. Since then, it has gradually expanded to in-
clude a national system of Social Security and vari-
ous divisions such as Community Development,
Local Government, Youth, Sports, Culture, and the
Women’s Desk.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Several nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
have been established since independence. They of-
ten work together and with the government to
utilize limited funds for projects in rural develop-
ment, agriculture, health, women, and culture.
Funding and assistance come from churches (espe-
cially the Roman Catholic Church) and several in-
ternational agencies including UNESCO, UNICEF,
and the United States Peace Corps.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Women and girls
are primarily responsible for childcare, cooking, and
household chores. In rural areas, they often grow
vegetables and raise small livestock. The majority of
vendors at the open-air markets are women, and
many women supplement household income by
selling homemade sweets and baked goods, weaving
baskets, or by working as house cleaners or
childcare providers. Men harvest and sell bananas
(the main export) and other crops, tend large live-
stock, fish, hunt, and work in construction. Both
men and women are employed as professionals.
Men hold more positions of authority in the
churches, but both men and women are active in
politics and village affairs.
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A foundation on stilts, wood construction, and a metal roof
typify rural homes.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Women’s work is often valued less than men’s
work, although women’s contributions are equally
or more important to household maintenance.
Women are criticized if they spend too much time
out of the home, while men are allowed more free-
dom. Women, particularly as mothers, are very in-
volved in community life and are often the center of
extensive kin networks.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Only monogamous marriages are per-
mitted by law. Marriage is based on individual
choice, though generally limited by social class and
religion. Many young people have children, often
with multiple partners, and may cohabit for years
before legally marrying, despite church disap-
proval. Men are expected to contribute financially to
their children’s upbringing, regardless of their rela-
tionship with the mother. Except among the upper
classes, marriage usually comes later in life, after
age thirty. Divorce is legal, but is rare and is
frowned upon.

Domestic Unit. The household may be headed by a
man or a woman. Households may consist of one
person, a woman and her children (perhaps visited
by her boyfriend), a nuclear family with the parents
either married or cohabiting, or an extended house-
hold that includes several generations. Several fami-
lies, often related through one matriarch, may have
separate homes but share a common piece of land or
yard with an outdoor kitchen or other resources.

Inheritance. The predominant inheritance practice
is ‘‘family land,’’ in which a parcel of land is owned
jointly by descendants of the original owner, either
male or female. Use of the land is determined by
consensus or family tradition. Oral agreements fre-
quently lead to disputes, but no part may be sold
unless all co-owners agree.

Kin Groups. Kin groups extend beyond the house-
hold to include those related through blood lines,
marriage, and friendship both within and outside
the village; Dominicans frequently say that every-
one on the island is related. Financial and material
resources are often shared, and child fostering is
common. Many households depend on money sent
from relatives who have migrated overseas.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Children are cared for primarily by
their mothers, but also by other relatives, friends,
and neighbors. In rural areas, families rarely have
separate cribs or rooms for infants, and they stay
with the rest of the family. Small babies are kept at
home, but are soon brought along to the fields,
river, and elsewhere. When they begin to walk and
talk, children are given small household chores.
Once they start primary school, they are expected to
run errands and look after smaller children.

Child Rearing and Education. Children are ex-
pected to be obedient, and corporal punishment is
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Uniformed schoolboys wait for the bus in Roseau. Opportunities for education after age fifteen are limited.

used when a child is troublesome or rude. Yet both
boys and girls are taught to stand up for themselves
and to engage in verbal play and teasing. Education
is increasingly valued and is seen as a way out of the
rural farming life. Preschool is available to those
who can afford it. All children can attend primary
school from ages five to fifteen, but must get a high
enough score on the Common Entrance Examina-
tion by age thirteen to secure one of the limited
spaces in a secondary school. As Kwéyòl is widely
thought to interfere with children’s learning of En-

glish, many rural parents now try to speak only
English with their children.

Higher Education. Post-secondary education is
limited to the Teacher’s Training College, the Clifton
Dupigny Community College, and a small branch
of the University of the West Indies for continuing
education. Adult education classes are offered in
Roseau, Portsmouth, and occasionally in villages.
Further education or training must be obtained on
other islands or elsewhere overseas. According to
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the 1991 census, only 2 percent of the population
receives a university education.

ETIQUETTE

Greetings such as ‘‘good morning’’ or ‘‘good after-
noon’’ are the most basic form of social interaction.
People are expected to greet when they telephone,
visit someone’s home, or simply pass one another
on the street. Strangers are eyed with suspicion, but
are treated warmly once introduced. Close friends,
especially girls, stand close to one another and often
walk with arms around each other’s shoulders or
waists. Privacy is difficult to maintain but is highly
valued; items are concealed when carried in public,
and domestic problems are dealt with in the home.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Roman Catholicism is the reli-
gion of over 70 percent of the population. None of
the Protestant religions (Methodist, Pentecostal,
Seventh Day Adventist, Baptist, Anglican, Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, Church of God) exceed more than
5 percent. Carib and West African beliefs in spirits
and obeah (witchcraft) persist despite church disap-
proval. Rastafarianism is followed by some.

Religious Practitioners. Native Dominicans are
now being trained as clergy, but practitioners of the
formal religions, particularly Catholic priests and
nuns, have generally been foreigners. Obeah practi-
tioners or seers (gadè) are native or are from nearby
islands.

Rituals and Holy Places. The religions hold ser-
vices in their respective churches. Residents of
smaller villages often must travel to larger villages
to attend church. Some villages have stone Roman
Catholic churches dating to the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, although new ones continue
to be built in other villages. Many Protestant
churches, especially Pentecostal and Seventh Day
Adventist, have been built in the latter decades of the
twentieth century. The frequency and days of wor-
ship depend on the religion.

Death and the Afterlife. Many traditional prac-
tices and beliefs, such as the Carib custom of bury-
ing the dead in a fetal position, have been abandoned
in favor of Christian traditions. All Saints Day is
observed by visiting cemeteries and lighting candles
on the graves of deceased loved ones.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Common health problems include parasitic, intesti-
nal, nutritional, venereal, and respiratory diseases,
and illnesses like diabetes and hypertension. Dengue
fever (but not malaria), teenage pregnancy, and
sanitation are major health concerns. Life expec-
tancy is seventy-five years for men and eighty-one
years for women. The healthcare system includes a
main hospital in Roseau; smaller hospitals in Ports-
mouth, Grand Bay, and Marigot; and clinics staffed
with trained nurses around the island. Doctors,
both Dominicans trained abroad and foreigners
from technical aid programs and staff hospitals,
periodically visit village clinics. There is an off-shore
American medical school, Ross University, in Ports-
mouth. Traditional medical knowledge includes the
use of herbs, plants, and tree barks to cure illnesses,
induce labor, and so on. A combination of prescrip-
tion and natural remedies is often used, despite be-
ing discouraged by healthcare professionals.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The state’s major holiday is Independence Day, 3
November. It is preceded by festivals, competitions,
and events starting in August, including Heritage
Day, Creole Day (Jounen Kwéyòl), and the three-
day World Creole Music Festival, which was begun
in 1997. Other secular holidays include Carnival,
celebrated the Monday and Tuesday before Ash
Wednesday, and New Year’s Day. Villages celebrate
their patron saints’ feasts at various times during
the year. Most fishing villages celebrate the Feast of
Saint Peter and Saint Paul in June and July.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The arts are largely self-
supporting, although major events receive govern-
ment, international, and private funding. Village
cultural groups receive some government assis-
tance, and organizations such as the Cultural Divi-
sion, Dominica Festivals Commission, and Move-
ment for Cultural Awareness support the arts
locally.

Literature. Largely due to the high illiteracy rate
prior to the mid-twentieth century, most literature
about Dominica has been written by visitors or
foreign-born residents. Since the 1970s, there has
been a surge of indigenous poetry, short stories, and
plays, though much is unpublished or of limited
availability. Local historian and anthropologist Len-
nox Honychurch has published detailed histories
and academic scholarship about Dominica.
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Graphic Arts. There is a growing local interest in
painting, wood carving, pottery, and sculpture.
Baskets and handicrafts are sold to tourists.

Performance Arts. African and European-influ-
enced forms of traditional dance, song, music, and
storytelling are performed at various cultural
shows. The Karifuna Cultural Group was formed in
1978 to revive and promote ancestral Carib cultural
expressions. There is a growing interest in modern
creative dance.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Lack of funding, resources, and facilities has
constrained the development of the physical and
social sciences in Dominica. Studies of the environ-
ment and people, particularly the Carib, have been
carried out by foreign researchers and some Domin-
icans attending universities abroad. With limited
funding, the government’s Cultural Division re-
searches and documents cultural and oral tradi-
tions.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Andre, Irving W., and Gabriel J. Christian. In Search of
Eden: Dominica, the Travails of a Caribbean Mini-State,
1992.

Baker, Patrick L. Centring the Periphery: Chaos, Order, and
the Ethnohistory of Dominica, 1994.

Christie, Pauline. ‘‘Language Preference in Two Commu-
nities in Dominica, West Indies.’’ La Linguistique,
30:7–16, 1994.

Commonwealth of Dominica. Population and Housing
Census, 1991.

Cultural Division, Government of Dominica. A Directory
of Cultural Activities, Artists and Major Cultural
Groups and Institutions in Dominica, 1993.

Higbie, Janet. Eugenia: The Caribbean’s Iron Lady, 1993.

Honychurch, Lennox. Dominica: Isle of Adventure, 1991.

—. The Dominica Story: A History of the Island, 1995.

—. ‘‘Carib to Creole: Contact and Culture Exchange
in Dominica.’’ Ph.D. Diss., University of Oxford,
Trinity, 1997.

Krumeich, Anja. The Blessings of Motherhood: Health, Preg-
nancy and Child Care in Dominica, 1994.

Myers, Robert. A Resource Guide to Dominica, 1493–1986,
3 vols., 1987.

Pezeron, Simone Maguy. The Carib Indians of Dominica
Island in the West Indies: Five Hundred Years after Co-
lumbus, 1993.

Stuart, Stephanie. ‘‘Dominican Patwa—Mother Tongue
or Cultural Relic?’’ International Journal of the Soci-
ology of Language, 102:57–72, 1993.

Taylor, Douglas. Languages of the West Indies, 1977.

Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Peasants and Capital: Dominica in
the World Economy, 1988.

—AMY L. PAUGH

D O M I N I C A

6 4 5



CULTURE NAME

Dominican

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Dominican Republic became a
nation on 27 February 1844 when a group of revo-
lutionaries seized power from the Haitian rulers of
the island of Hispaniola. When Christopher Colum-
bus first discovered the island in 1492, he named it
La Isla Española, which became Hispaniola. A few
years later the city of Santo Domingo became the
Spanish capital of the New World, and because of its
location in the trade winds, it was the gateway to
the Caribbean. France gained a foothold on the
western end of the island, which became prosper-
ous, and by 1795 Spain ceded the entire island to
France. By 1804 the black African slaves in the
western portion of the island (now Haiti) rebelled
against the French and ruled the entire island.
French troops eventually reclaimed the island, but
were able to occupy only the western end. In 1838 a
small group of Spanish-speaking Dominican intel-
lectuals from Santo Domingo organized a secret so-
ciety called La Trinitaria to overthrow the Haitian
rule. The society was established by Juan Pablo
Duarte, the son of a wealthy Dominican family.
After the overthrow, Pedro Santana, one of the lead-
ers in the revolution, became the first president of
the Dominican Republic.

The complex heritage of Arawak, Spanish, Afri-
can, and French traditions, plus an early indepen-
dence, set the Dominican Republic apart from other
Caribbean islands. Independence was won before
slavery was abolished in the Spanish Caribbean and
a century before the decolonization of the other
islands. The Dominicans consider themselves more
Latin American than Caribbean. In addition, they
retain close ties with the United States, which occu-
pied the island in the early twentieth century. The
national community is struggling to build a democ-

racy against a corrupt and authoritarian political
elite.

Location and Geography. The Dominican Repub-
lic is located on the eastern two-thirds of the island
of Hispaniola and is 18,816 square miles (48,734
square kilometers), about twice the size of New
Hampshire. The western portion of the island is
occupied by the republic of Haiti. Hispaniola is near
the center of the West Indies, a group of islands that
extend from Florida to Venezuela. To the north of
Hispaniola is the Atlantic Ocean, to the south the
Caribbean Sea, to the east Puerto Rico, and to the
west Cuba. Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Ja-
maica are referred to as the Greater Antilles.

The mountains of the Dominican Republic di-
vide the country into northern, central, and south-
western regions. The northern region includes the
Cordillera Septentrional (northern mountain
range), the Cibao Valley, which is the country’s
major agricultural area; and the tropical Samaná
Peninsula with its coconut plantations and bay,
where humpback whales breed.

The central region is dominated by the
Cordillera Central (central range) which ends at the
Caribbean Sea. The highest point in the Caribbean is
Pico Duarte, which reaches an elevation of over
10,414 feet (3,175 meters) and has alpine forests
near the summit. The Caribbean coastal plain in-
cludes a series of limestone terraces that gradually
rise to a height of about 328 feet (100 meters) and
has sugarcane plantations.

The southwestern region lies south of the Valle
de San Juan and encompasses the Sierra de Neiba.
Much of the region is a desert and it includes Lake
Enriquillo, the island’s largest lake. Lake Enriquillo
is a saltwater lake that lies 150 feet (46 meters)
below sea level and is inhabited by unique fauna,
including crocodiles, huge iguanas, and flamingos.

The diverse geography of the country includes
800 miles (1,288 kilometers) of coastline with
beautiful white-sand beaches and rocky cliffs and
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warm water, all of which are attractive to tourists.
The most significant river in the country, with a
drainage basin of 2,720 square miles (7,044 square
kilometers), is Yaque del Norte, which starts at Pico
Duarte and empties into the Bahia de Monte Cristi
on the northwest coast.

The weather is mostly tropical, especially along
the southern and eastern coasts. The time and mag-
nitude of the rainy season varies in different parts of
the country, but generally occurs in late spring and
early fall. In the west and southwestern regions the
climate is dry and desertlike because of low rainfall
and/or deforestation.

The capital, Santo Domingo, was the first per-
manent European settlement in the New World and
was established by Spain in 1496. The Colonial
Zone of Santo Domingo is one of the great treasures
of Spanish America today, with many original
buildings intact and restored.

Demography. The population of the Dominican
Republic is about 8.4 million (2000 estimate) and is
increasing at a rate of 1.6 percent per year. More
than 1 million Dominicans live full or part time in
New York City and are called Dominican Yorks.
Seventy-three percent of the population is mixed
race—combinations of descendants of Spaniards
and other Europeans, West African slaves, and na-
tives. Sixteen percent is Caucasian and 11 percent is
black, which includes a Haitian minority.

Dominicans have migrated from rural areas to
the cities. The capital, Santo Domingo, has over
2.14 million people, while the population of other
large cities, including Santiago de los Caballeros, La
Romana, and San Pedro de Macorı́s, ranges from
124,000 to 364,000. Estimates of the birth rate
range from seventeen per thousand (1994) to
twenty-five per thousand (2000 estimated). The
death rate estimate varies from one per thousand in
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1994 to five per thousand (2000 estimated). The
infant mortality rate is quite high at thirty-six
deaths per thousand live births (2000 estimated).
Nevertheless, the total fertility rate is three children
born per woman (2000 estimated). The net migra-
tion rate is minus four migrants per thousand
(2000 estimated).

Linguistic Affiliation. Spanish is the official lan-
guage and is universally spoken. Dominicans pride
themselves on the purity of their Spanish and it is
considered by some to be the most classical Castilian
spoken in Latin America. Nevertheless, Dominican
Spanish has a distinctive accent and incorporates
numerous African and Taino (native) expressions.
For example, small rural houses are now called
bohios, after the rectangular houses of the Tainos. A
large number of place-names as well as social and
cultural terms are inherited from the Tainos. Some
English is spoken in Santo Domingo, particularly
within the tourist industry. Some Creole is spoken
near the Haitian border and in the sugarcane vil-
lages, where many Haitian workers live.

Symbolism. The colors and shapes used in the
national flag symbolize patriotism and national
pride. The flag has a large white cross, a symbol of
salvation, that divides it into four quarters. Two
quarters are red and two are blue. The blue sections
represent liberty, while the red sections symbolize
the blood of the heroes who died to preserve it. In the
center of the cross is the Dominican coat of arms.

A recent national symbol, constructed in 1992,
is the Columbus Lighthouse. It was a work project
conceived of by President Joaquı́n Balaguer when he
was 85 years old and blind. It is an enormous cross,
flat on the ground, facing the sky and bursting with
lights, and was built as a tourist attraction. The
physical remains of Columbus have been moved to
the lighthouse (although Spain and Cuba also claim
to have them). The lighthouse burns so brightly it
can be seen from Puerto Rico, but, ironically, it is
situated in the midst of a poor neighborhood where
the people live without water or electricity and with
unpaved, dusty streets and uncollected garbage. A
wall was built around the lighthouse to protect the
visitors from the neighborhood. Some Dominicans
call it the Wall of Shame and argue that the country
needs basic services, such as dependable electricity
and transportation, not expensive monuments to
Columbus. In addition, Dominicans have mixed
feelings about Columbus and superstitiously refer
to him only as the Great Admiral, believing that to
say his name will bring about bad luck.

An architectural view of the Cathedral de Santa Maria
La Menor.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The Taino were the
native people of the Dominican Republic who
greeted Columbus. They were a peaceful subgroup
of Arawaks who had their origins in the tropical
forests of South America. Columbus encountered
an island populated by at least 500,000 Tainos liv-
ing in permanent villages and subsisting on agricul-
ture. The houses were made of wood with thatch
roofs, and several families lived together in the same
house. Most people used hammocks to sleep in, and
goods were stored in baskets hung from the roof
and walls. The houses were irregularly arranged
around a central plaza, where the larger home of the
chief was situated. Villages were arranged into dis-
tricts, each ruled by one chief, and in turn the dis-
tricts were grouped into regional chiefdoms headed
by the most prominent district chief. There were
only two classes of villagers, which chroniclers
equated with nobility and commoners. There were
no slaves. Instead of simply slashing and burning
the forest to make a clearing for agriculture as is
common in the Amazon, the Tainos made perma-
nent fields to cultivate root crops. They retarded
erosion and improved the drainage, which per-
mitted more lengthy storage of mature tubers. The
Tainos mined gold and beat the nuggets into small
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plates. Then the gold was either inlayed in wooden
objects or overlaid on clothing or ornaments. Co-
lumbus took special notice of the Tainos’ gold work,
believing it offered him a chance to repay his debt to
the king and queen of Spain. Because nearly all the
Tainos died within about three decades of Colum-
bus’s arrival, the culture and traditions of these
gentle people are not as clearly present in everyday
life as, for example, the Maya culture in Mexico
today. A more nomadic and warlike group of Ara-
waks called the Caribs was present on a small por-
tion of the island and are said to have shot arrows at
Columbus upon his arrival.

In 1492, when Columbus first landed, he
named the island La Isla Española, which later
changed to Hispaniola. Although Columbus was a
superb navigator, neither he nor his brother Bar-
tholomé could rule the new colony. Both alienated
the Spanish by demanding that they work, and they
also disrupted the native agriculture by forcing each
Indian to dig up a set amount of gold instead of
allowing farming. By 1496 many natives had died,
and those that rebelled were harshly punished. Food
was in short supply and the population of natives
was greatly diminished. It was then that Barthol-
omé transferred the capital from Isabella to the new
city of Santo Domingo, located in a more productive
region with a good harbor. It was a natural destina-
tion for ships following the easterly trade winds
from Europe and the Lesser Antilles and remained
the Spanish capital of the New World for the next
fifty years, when a change in sailing routes made
Havana the preferred port. When Columbus re-
turned to Santo Domingo for the third time, he was
faced with a revolt by the colonists. To placate the
rebels, he distributed not only land but also native
communities. Spanish settlers could legally force
their Indians to work without wages in a kind of
semislavery called encomienda, a system that rapidly
caused the demise of the Taino Indians because of
the harsh forced-labor practices and the diseases the
Spanish brought with them. The Spanish imported
African slaves to work in the mines and established
a strict two-class social system based on race and
state domination.

The Spanish abandoned Hispaniola for more
economically promising areas such as Cuba and
Mexico, but the Spanish institutions of govern-
ment, economy, and society have persisted in the
Dominican Republic. The island became the hiding
place for many pirates and was captured for ran-
som by British admiral Sir Francis Drake. For nearly
two hundred years Hispaniola remained in a state of
disorganization and depression. In 1697 Spain

handed over the western third of Hispaniola to the
French, and that portion began to prosper by pro-
ducing sugar and cotton in an economy based on
slavery. By 1795 Spain gave the rest of the island,
where most people were barely surviving on subsis-
tence farming, to the French. By 1809 the eastern
part of Hispaniola reverted back to Spanish rule. In
1822 the black armies of Haiti invaded and gained
control of the entire island, which they maintained
until 1844.

On 27 February 1844, Juan Pablo Duarte, the
leader of the Dominican independence movement,
entered Santo Domingo and declared the eastern
two-thirds of Hispaniola an independent nation. He
named it the Dominican Republic. The first of the
strong-armed leaders called caudillos, Pedro
Santana, became president. The emerging nation
struggled, going in and out of political and eco-
nomic chaos. Using the Monroe Doctrine to counter
what the United States considered potential Euro-
pean intervention, the United States invaded the Do-
minican Republic in 1916 and occupied it until
1924.

During the period of U.S. occupation, a new
class of large landowners resulted from changes
made in land-tenure. A new military security force,
the Guardia Nacional, was trained by the U.S. Ma-
rines to be a counterinsurgency force. In 1930,
Rafael Trujillo, who had risen to a position of lead-
ership in the Guardia, used it to acquire and consoli-
date power. From 1930 to 1961, Trujillo ran the
Dominican Republic as his own personal possession,
in what has been called the first truly totalitarian
state in the hemisphere. He and his friends held
nearly 60 percent of the country’s assets and con-
trolled its labor force while they abolished personal
and political freedoms. He typified the caudillismo
that has shaped Dominican society.

After Trujillo was assassinated in 1961, his son
fled the country and a democratic election was held.
Ultimately, the Dominican military with the help of
twenty-three thousand U.S. troops defeated the
constitutionalists in 1965. The Dominican eco-
nomic elite, having been reinstalled by the U.S. mili-
tary, achieved the election of Joaquı́n Balaguer, one
of Trujillo’s puppet presidents. Until the early
1970s the Dominican Republic went through a pe-
riod of economic growth and development arising
mainly from public-works projects, foreign invest-
ments, increased tourism, and skyrocketing sugar
prices. Most of the benefits went to the already
wealthy while the unemployment rate, illiteracy,
malnutrition, and infant mortality rates were dan-
gerously high. With the mid-1970s surge in oil
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prices, a crash in the price of sugar, and increases in
unemployment and inflation, the Balaguer govern-
ment was destabilized, and human rights and polit-
ical freedom were better observed. The country,
however, incurred enormous foreign debt, and the
International Monetary Fund required drastic aus-
terity measures, such as a government wage freeze,
a decrease of funding, an increase in prices of staple
goods, and restricted credit. These policies resulted
in social unrest and Balaguer, nearly eighty years
old and legally blind, regained control of the coun-
try. He once again turned to massive public-works
projects in an attempt to revitalize the economy,
but this time was unsuccessful. Balaguer was
forced to step down in 1996 and Leonel Fernández
Reyna was elected.

National Identity. A large factor that influences
Dominican national identity is its Spanish heritage
and early independence. The native population was
decimated or assimilated within decades of the ar-
rival of Columbus, and the island was repopulated
with Spanish colonists and their African slaves.
Spanish is the national language, universally spo-
ken today. Light skin color, which is considered to
reflect European ancestry, is valued, while dark skin
tones reflect the West African slave ancestry. The
Roman Catholic cathedrals still stand and the ma-
jority of the population is Roman Catholic. A proud
aggressive attitude is admired in sports, business,
and politics. Machismo permeates society, espe-
cially among rural and low income groups, with
males enjoying privileges not accorded to females.

The common expression, Si Dios quiere (If God
wishes), expresses the belief that personal power is
intertwined with one’s place in the family, the com-
munity, and the grand design of the Deity. People
have been forced to accept the strong class system
begun by the Spanish and maintained by the
strongman leaders where only a few historically
prominent families hold a great deal of the wealth
and power. Some of the few surviving traits of the
gentle Tainos may account for acceptance of the
system with relatively few revolts.

The family unit is of primary importance. Rela-
tionships among people are more important than
schedules and being late for appointments, and peo-
ple often spend time socializing rather than work-
ing. Dominicans are warm, friendly, outgoing, and
gregarious. They are very curious about others and
forthright in asking personal questions. Children
are rarely shy. Confianze (trust) is highly valued and
not quickly or easily gained by outsiders, perhaps as
a result of the human rights and economic abuses

the people have suffered at the hands of the power-
ful.

Ethnic Relations. Dominican society is the cradle
of blackness in the Americas. It was the port of
entry for the first African slaves, only nine years
after Columbus arrived. Blacks and mulattoes make
up almost 90 percent of the population. There has
been a longstanding tension with Haiti, particularly
over the Haitian desire to migrate there. In the early
fall of 1937 Trujillo’s soldiers used machetes,
knives, picks, and shovels to slaughter somewhere
between ten thousand and thirty-five thousand
Haitian civilians, claiming it was a Dominican peas-
ant uprising. Even loyal personal servants and Hai-
tian spouses of Dominicans were killed by the sol-
diers. Today there is still great disdain for Haitian
and other blacks.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

A massive migration from rural to urban areas
characterized the twentieth century. About 60 per-
cent of Dominicans live in urban areas. The capital,
Santo Domingo, is the largest city by far and has a
population of 2.14 million. Its population approxi-
mately doubled every ten years between 1920 and
1970. The second and third largest cities, Santiago
and La Romana, also experienced rapid growth, es-
pecially in the 1960s and 1970s.

Santo Domingo was a walled city, modeled af-
ter those of medieval Spain, and for three decades
was the seat of Spanish power and culture in the
New World. Today the area known as the Zona
Colonial stands as a monument to Spain’s time as a
superpower, with some buildings dating back to the
early sixteenth century. The layout of the city fol-
lowed the classic European grid pattern, with sev-
eral plazas. Plazas are popular meeting places for
area residents, tourists, vendors, taxi drivers,
guides, and shoeshine boys. The plazas usually con-
tain shade trees, park benches, and monuments.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The main meal is served at
midday and can last up to two hours. La bandera
(the flag) is a popular national dish; the white rice
and red beans remind people of the flag colors, hence
the name. The third ingredient is stewed meat, and
it is usually served with fried plantain and a salad.
Another favorite dish is sancocho, a meat, plantain,
and vegetable stew. On the coast, fish and conch are
enjoyed, and coconut is used to sweeten many sea-
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Clay jars provide storage in this kitchen in Santo Domingo.

food dishes. Root vegetables include sweet potatoes,
yams, cassava, and potatoes. Small quantities of
chicken, beef, pork, or goat are eaten with a meal.
Food is generally not spicy.

Dining out is popular and restaurants in Santo
Domingo are superior and reasonably priced. The
Hotel Lina has been voted one of the ten best restau-
rants in the world. Even the food sold by street
vendors, such as grilled meat or tostones (fried plan-
tain patties), is delicious.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. On spe-
cial occasions, such as Christmas or Easter, ex-
tended families sit down together for large feasts.
Roasted pig, pigeon peas (small yellow beans), and
boiled chestnuts are served at Christmas. Fish is the
traditional dish at Easter.

Basic Economy. The Dominican Republic is among
the fastest-growing economies in Latin America.
Even though the gross domestic product (GDP)
tripled in the last generation, 70 percent of the peo-
ple are affected by poverty and unemployment is
high. Throughout history, the economy has been
based on the production and export of sugar. Sug-
arcane is still a big cash crop, along with rice, plan-
tains (starchy green bananas), and bananas. Fluctu-
ating world prices make the market volatile.

Land Tenure and Property. Land-tenure patterns
reflect both Dominican and international politics.
Sugar and cattle production require large tracts of
land and ownership has changed over time. In 1916
when the United States invaded, the military
enacted legislation to facilitate the takeover of Do-
minican land by U.S. sugar growers. Communal
lands were broken up and transferred to private
ownership. By 1925 eleven of the twenty-one sugar
mills belonged to U.S. corporations and most of the
sugar was exported to the United States.

Cattle raising, an important source and symbol
of wealth in the countryside, was feasible for many
because the animals were branded and left to graze
freely on open land. Much of the land was expropri-
ated by Trujillo, and later he established a law re-
quiring livestock to be enclosed, ending the free
grazing. By the 1970s the government created
state-subsidized credits for cattle production, en-
abling people to buy land for grazing in an attempt
to increase production.

Major Industries. Agriculture, including forestry
and fishing, contributed about 13 percent of the
GDP in 1996. Industry, including mining, manu-
facturing, construction, and power, provided about
32 percent of the GDP in 1996. The services sector
contributes 55 percent of the GDP. With the relative
stability of the Dominican democracy and tax in-
centives, tourism is the most rapidly growing sector
of the economy. With more hotel rooms than any
other Caribbean country and beautiful beaches,
tourism in the country is now the largest source of
foreign exchange, along with manufacturing in the
free trade zones. The government is working to
increase electric generating capacity, a key to con-
tinued economic growth, and the state-owned elec-
tric company was ultimately privatized by 2000.

Trade. Mining of ferro-nickel, gold, and silver has
recently surpassed sugar as the biggest source of
export earnings. Manufacturing of food, petroleum
products, beverages, and chemicals contributes
about 17 percent of the GDP. A rapidly growing
part of the manufacturing sector is occurring in the
free trade zones, established for multinational cor-
porations. Products such as textiles, garments, and
light electronic goods intended for export are assem-
bled. Industries locate in these zones because they
are permitted to pay low wages for labor intensive
activities; also, the Dominican government grants
exemptions from duties and taxes on exports.

Division of Labor. The Dominican Republic is the
world’s fourth-largest location of free trade zones,
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and much of the nation’s industrial work occurs
there. Two-thirds of these zones are owned by U.S.
corporations. The majority of the workers are
women; in 1990 the average monthly salary was
$59 (U.S.) with no benefits. Most are assembly and
factory workers who produce electronics, jewelry,
furniture, clothing, and shoes for export. Neverthe-
less, free trade zones have created much-needed jobs
and have brought more advanced technology to the
island. Companies pay rent and purchase utilities
and supplies.

On most sugarcane farms, working conditions
are dreadful, and Dominicans are too proud to work
for such low wages. Companies hire Haitians to
work the fields for twelve to fifteen hours a day.
Workers are as young as eight years old. There are
no cooking or sanitary facilities. Children born to
Haitian sugarcane workers effectively have no
country and no medical or educational benefits.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Dominican social stratifica-
tion is influenced by racial and economic issues. The
upper class is historically descended from European
ancestry and is light skinned. The lower class is
most often black, descendants of the African slave
population or Haitians. The mulattoes are people of
mixed African and European ancestry and make up
the majority of the population; they have created a
growing middle class. This middle class is divided
into indio claro, who have lighter skin, and indio
obscuro, who are darker skinned. The term indio
(Indian) is used because many Dominicans do not
yet acknowledge their African roots.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The symbols of
social stratification are similar to those in Western
cultures. Many of the growing middle-class popu-
lation own homes and cars, and enjoy updating
them with the latest electronic appliances. Their
children graduate from high school, and may go on
to college. People take pride in their personal appear-
ance and prefer New York fashions and jewelry.
However, there is still a large segment of the popu-
lation which lives in urban slums and poor rural
areas without electricity or running water.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The Dominican Republic is divided
into twenty-nine provinces, each run by a governor
who is appointed by the president. The president
and vice president and a bicameral Congress of
thirty senators and 120 deputies are elected by pop-

ular vote every four years. The voting age is eigh-
teen. A nine-member Supreme Court is formally
appointed every four years by the Senate, but is
greatly influenced by the president.

Leadership and Political Officials. One of the
most influential political parties is the Dominican
Revolutionary Party (PRD) and it has a liberal phi-
losophy. A spin-off is the Dominican Liberation
Party (PLD) and it is considered even more liberal. A
conservative group is the Revolutionary Social
Christian Party (PRSC).

Unfortunately, many people aspire to be elected
to government positions so that they can obtain
bribes. Each time government salaries are cut, the
corruption in government grows. Also, govern-
ment contracts are awarded to business in return
for money paid directly to the official who makes
the decision.

Social Problems and Control. During much of its
history the Dominican Republic has been governed
by strongarm dictators who have denied human
rights to their citizens, particularly darker-skinned
people. The most recent constitution was adopted in
1966 after the civil war following Trujillo’s rule.
Although it puts few limitations on the powers of
the president, it stresses civil rights and gives Do-
minicans liberties they had never before been
granted. In 1978 reforms were made to reduce the
military’s political involvement in order to prevent
a coup. The military were given civic duties such as
building roads, medical and educational facilities,
and houses, and replanting forests. The judicial
branch is subject to the political mood since they are
appointed every four years. Since the 1960s the
court has become more independent, even if it is not
an equal branch of government.

Military Activity. Military service is voluntary
and lasts for four years. In 1998 the armed forces
totaled 24,500 people, with most in the army, fol-
lowed by the air force and the navy. There are about
fifteen thousand members of the paramilitary. The
defense budget in 1998 was slightly less than the
amount spent on welfare.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

A voluntary national contributory scheme exists to
provide insurance coverage for sickness, unemploy-
ment, dental injury, maternity, old age, and death.
Only about 42 percent of the population benefits
from it.
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About 40 percent of Dominicans live in rural areas such as the village of Honda Valle.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Many nongovernmental organizations exist. Some
collaborate with international organizations such
as the United Nations, the World Trade Organiza-
tion, the International Monetary Fund, the Organi-
zation of American States, and private voluntary
organizations such as Amnesty International and
the International Committee of the Red Cross,
CARE, and Catholic Relief Services. They implement
a wide variety of projects in agriculture, mi-
croenterprise, water and sanitation, and health.

In the 1970s and 1980s, after the end of the
Trujillo regime, there was an increase in Dominican
interest groups. For example, the Central Electoral
Junta is an independent board that monitors elec-
tions. The Collective of Popular Organizations is a
political pressure group. Many organizations exist
to promote business, including the Dominican Cen-
ter of Promotion of Exportation and the Dominican
Sugar Institute.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. About one-quarter
of the lower-class people are unemployed. Among
this group, women tend to find jobs more easily
than men, especially in rural areas, and are paid less.

Women often support their households, but do not
make enough to bring them out of poverty.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. In
middle-class and upper-class families the structure
is patriarchal, and the dominant father-figure is the
norm. As women gain control over the number of
children they bear, they have been able to gain
greater educational and employment opportunities.
Among the lower-class families, the structure is
often matriarchal because the father does not live in
the house.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Three different types of marital union
include church marriages, civil marriages, and con-
sensual or common-law unions. Church and civil
marriages are most prevalent among the upper
classes and the ceremonies can be costly, whereas
consensual unions predominate among the poor.
These patterns can be traced back to the Spanish
colonial and slave periods. The Spanish settlers
brought with them a strong ethic of family solidar-
ity, and the father was the dominant figure. Slave
families were broken up and marriages were often
not allowed. Informal unions between the Spanish
settlers and African slave women were encouraged,
and the present-day range of skin tones and mar-

D O M I N I C A N R E P U B L I C

6 5 3



Agriculture represented about 13 percent of the gross domestic product in 1996.

riage practices are reflections of the colonial heri-
tage.

Domestic Unit. The extended family, composed of
three or more generations, is prevalent among the
Dominican elite. The oldest man holds authority,
makes public decisions, and is responsible for the
welfare of the family. The oldest married woman
commands her household, delivers the more private
decisions, and nurtures the family. Married broth-
ers and their wives and children are part of the
extended family, and have a strong allegiance to
their father. Married daughters become part of their
husbands’ families.

Consensual unions create a more loosely struc-
tured family, and responsibilities fall to the mother.
The result is a lower-class household which often
becomes an extended matriarchy with the oldest
woman at the head and her unmarried children,
married daughters, and grandchildren constituting
the household. Some men have more than one wife
and family and are often absent from a particular
household.

Inheritance. Among the two-parent families,
land, money, and personal possessions are usually
left to the surviving spouse and children. When the
household is headed by a woman or when there is a

consensual union, inheritance policies are more
loosely structured.

Kin Groups. Family loyalty is a virtue ingrained
from early childhood when individuals learn that
relatives can be trusted and relied on. At every level
of society a person looks to family and kin for both
social identity and succor. A needy relative might
receive the loan of a piece of land, some wage labor,
or gifts of food. More affluent relatives may adopt a
child from needy relatives and help out the parents
of that child as well.

Formal organizations succeed best when they
are able to mesh with pre-existing ties of kinship.
Until the 1960s and 1970s, most community activ-
ities were kin-based and consisted of a few related
extended families joined together for endeavors.
Families with relatively equal resources shared and
cooperated.

When kinship is lacking and where families
wish to establish a trusting relationship with other
families, they can become compadres. Strong emo-
tional bonds link compadres or co-parents, and they
use the formal ‘‘usted’’ instead of ‘‘tu’’ when ad-
dressing one another. Compadres are chosen at bap-
tism and marriage, and the relationship extends to
the two couples and their offspring.
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SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. Public education is
provided through the high-school level at no cost
except for the school uniform and books. Attend-
ance is mandatory to sixth grade, although many
children, particularly girls, drop out before then.
Over one thousand schools were destroyed by Hur-
ricane George in 1998. Scarce funding before and
after the hurricane has resulted in limited resources
and understaffed facilities. Many urban families
send their children to private schools. Considering
the lack of enforcement of education laws, the adult
literacy rate of 83 percent is quite high, nearly
double that of neighboring Haiti.

Higher Education. The oldest public university in
the New World was built by the Spanish in 1588,
and the University of Santo Domingo is its descen-
dant. Most of the twenty-eight Dominican univer-
sities are privately owned and offer student loans.
Total enrollment for all colleges and universities in
1998 topped 100,000. Some students go abroad to
attend schools and universities.

ETIQUETTE

Politeness is a very important aspect of social inter-
action. When you enter a room or begin a conversa-
tion, it is polite to make a general greeting such as
buenos dı́as, which means ‘‘good day.’’ Handshakes
are another friendly gesture.

Personal appearance is important to Domini-
cans and they do their best to look neat and clean.
They like the latest in New York fashions. Men wear
long pants and stylish shirts except when at the
beach or doing manual labor. Professional men
wear business suits or the traditional chacabana, a
white shirt worn over dark trousers. Rural women
wear skirts or dresses, but in urban areas jeans and
short skirts are acceptable. Bright colors and shiny
fabrics are favored. Children are often dressed up,
especially for church or visiting. Short pants are not
allowed in government buildings and shorts and
tank tops are not worn in church.

Formal introductions are rare, but professional
titles are used to address respected persons. Older
and more prominent people may be addressed as
Don (for men) or Doña (for women), with or with-
out their first names. Most women ride sidesaddle
while on the backs of motorcycles, because sitting
with the legs apart is considered unladylike. Per-
sonal space is limited, touching is normal, and
crowding, particularly on public transportation, is
common.

Dominicans are animated and often make ges-
tures and use body language. ‘‘Come here’’ is indi-
cated with the palm down and fingers together
waving inward. To hail a taxi or bus, one wags a
finger or fingers depending on the number of pas-
sengers in need of a ride. Dominicans point with
puckered lips instead of a finger. Men shake hands
firmly when they greet and close friends embrace.
Most women kiss each other on both cheeks, and a
man who trusts a woman will also kiss her.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. About 95 percent of the popula-
tion is Roman Catholic, even if not all of these people
attend church regularly. Catholicism was intro-
duced by Columbus and the Spanish missionaries
and even today is an important force in shaping
society. Although many Dominicans are fairly sec-
ular, children are often taught to ask for a blessing
from their parents and other relatives when greet-
ing them. For example, a child might say ‘‘Bless me,
aunt,’’ and the response is ‘‘May God bless you.’’
The dominance of the Catholic Church was dimin-
ishing at the end of the twentieth century, due to a
decrease in funding, a shortage of priests, and a lack
of social programs for the people. Although some
Protestants are descendants of non-Spanish immi-
grants who came to the island in the early 1800s,
the Protestant evangelical movement has been gain-
ing more support. The style of worship is much less
formal than that of the Catholic Church and em-
phasizes family rejuvenation, biblical teachings,
and economic independence. Despite differences in
belief and opinion, there is little conflict between
religious groups.

During World War II (1939–1945) the small
town of Sosúsa was built by a group of European
Jews who escaped persecution, and is still the center
for the tiny Jewish population of the island.

Voodoo is practiced secretly, primarily along
the border with Haiti, and originated with the Afri-
can slaves, particularly those from the Dahomey
region. Practitioners believe in one God and many
lesser spirits. They believe that each individual has a
protector spirit who rewards that person with
wealth and punishes him or her with illness. Nature
spirits oversee the external world. Ancestral spirits
are the souls of dead ancestors and will protect the
living if properly remembered with funerals and
memorials. Because the early colonists forbade the
practice of voodoo, people learned to disguise the
spirits as Roman Catholic saints. For example, the
Madonna who represents motherhood, beauty,
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Children with painted faces and costumes participate in the Festival of Cabral, which takes place on Good Friday.

love, and sex is Erzulie. Although many voodoo
products are for sale in markets, voodoo is unpopu-
lar with most Dominicans.

Religious Practitioners. Roman Catholicism has
been combined with traditional folk religion, partic-
ularly in rural areas. It is quite common for devout
Catholics to consult a folk practitioner for spiritual
advice or to prevent some calamity. The ensalmo is a
healing chant that is usually performed by an el-
derly woman, and is among the most respected folk
practices. Folk healers work through the saints and
ask for special help for those in need. A few people
are skilled in the use of herbs and other natural
objects for healing, and are called witch doctors.
They are also believed to have the power to banish
evil spirits.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Public clinics and hospitals provide free care, but
people who can afford to prefer to go to private
doctors. Public institutions tend to be poorly
equipped and understaffed, and the focus is on cura-
tive rather than preventive care. There are about one
thousand people to each doctor, with over eight
hundred people per each hospital bed. There is a
separate system for members of the armed forces.

Private health care is also available, primarily in
urban centers. Many people still consult native
healers, including witch doctors, voodoo practition-
ers, and herbalists. Parasites and infectious diseases
are common. Contaminated water must be boiled in
rural areas. Malaria and rabies are still a problem. In
spite of this, the life expectancy is sixty-eight for
men and seventy-two for women.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Secular holidays include New Year’s Day on 1 Janu-
ary; Juan Pablo Duarte’s Birthday on 26 January;
Independence Day from Haiti, celebrated with a car-
nival featuring parades, costumes and parties on 27
February; Pan-American Day on 14 April; Labor
Day on 1 May; the Foundation of Sociedad la
Trinitaria on 16 July; the Santo Domingo Meren-
gue Festival, in late July; the founding of Santo
Domingo on 5 August; Restoration Day on 16 Au-
gust; Columbus Day on 12 October; and United
Nations Day on 24 October.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. There are a variety of organi-
zations and schools which support all forms of art,
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from fine arts to traditional crafts. The Fine Arts
Council controls the Academies of Music, the Na-
tional Conservatory of Music and Elocution, the
School of Scenic Art, the Fine Arts School (in three
different cities), and the School of Plastic Arts. The
Institute of Dominican Culture promotes cultural
tradition and encourages artistic creation and ex-
pression of the spirit of the Dominican people. Re-
cently, Dominican artists have gained international
recognition.

In the capital city of Santo Domingo there is a
neighborhood of Haitian immigrants, which in-
cludes many people who try to make a living by
selling their paintings to tourists. The paintings are
usually oil on canvas and are colorful, stylized, and
inexpensive. These people have a history of being
mistreated by the police.

Literature. The Dominican literary heritage has
historically come from the elite, particularly the
Henrı́que-Ureña family, who had the advantage of
formal education. The literary works and style have
a European influence, particularly Spanish and
French. Gaston Fernando Deligne led the movement
into modernism. Don Pedro Mir is known as the
National Poet. More recent Dominican authors,
such as Julia Alvarez, are leaving the Spanish influ-
ences behind and creating a unique Dominican
style.

Graphic Arts. Folk arts provide a cottage industry
for many. Both glazed and unglazed terra-cotta
pottery pieces are sold in markets. Particularly pop-
ular are terra-cotta figures for Christmas nativity
scenes. Carved calabash or gourds are made into
masks or filled with seeds to rattle as maracas.
Women in rural areas are well known for their
macramé hammocks and bags. Other crafts include
basket making, palm weaving, and jewelry made
from native coral and seashells. More elaborate jew-
elry is made from the high-quality native amber
and larimar, a semiprecious ocean-blue gemstone
found only in the Dominican Republic.

Performance Arts. Dominicans love music and
dancing. Merengue, with its African tom-tom beat
and Spanish salsa spirit, is the most popular. Other
influences are the sound of reggae from Jamaica
and the Spanish guitar. Music can be heard on every
street corner and there are large outdoor festivals.
There is also the National Conservatory for Music
and Speech.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The University of Santo Domingo, founded in
1538, is autonomous, although state-supported.
After the fall of Trujillo, the Madre y Maestra Cath-
olic University and Pedro Henrı́quez-Ureña Na-
tional University and others were also formed in
Santo Domingo. Likewise, there are universities in
most of the largest cities.

Among the oldest of the technical colleges is the
Higher Institute of Agriculture, which was founded
in 1962. The Institute of Technology of Santo Do-
mingo offers undergraduate and postgraduate
teaching and research. The Technological Univer-
sity in Santiago has faculties of social and economic
sciences, architecture and engineering, health sci-
ences, and science and humanities. There are also a
variety of joint programs such as Indiana Univer-
sity’s Underwater Science program, which is sup-
ported by the Catholic University of Santo Do-
mingo and grants from local groups for the study
of underwater archaeology of the Columbus ship-
wreck and Taino sites.

Two research institutes are the Dominican
Sugar Institute and the Military Cartographic Insti-
tute. There is a natural history museum and a mu-
seum of Dominican man in the capital. Technology
is also being brought into the country by multina-
tional corporations in the free trade zones for light
manufacture. United States AID also provides
grants for research.
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CULTURE NAME

Ecuadorian; ecuatoriano (masc.), ecuatoriana (fem.)

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Republic of Ecuador, República del Ecuador (official
name, in Spanish), El Ecuador

ORIENTATION

Identification. In 1830, Ecuador took its name
from the Spanish word for the equator, which
crosses the entire northern sector. The three main-
land regions are referred to as the Coast, the Sierra,
and Amazonia, or the Oriente (‘‘east’’). A constitu-
tional democracy, Ecuador is a multicultural, mul-
tiethnic nation–state that many consider multina-
tional. It has one of the highest representations of
indigenous cultures in South America and two dis-
tinct Afro–Ecuadorian cultures. The dominant pop-
ulace is descended primarily from Spanish colonists
and settlers and to a lesser extent from German,
Italian, Lebanese, and Asian immigrants. Spanish is
the national language; thirteen indigenous lan-
guages are spoken, of which the principal ones are
Quichua in the Sierra and the Oriente and Jivaroan
in the Oriente.

The citizens take great pride in being Ecuadorian
and refer to themselves as ecuatorianos(-as) and
gente (people). Despite continuing discrimination,
indigenous and black citizens identify themselves as
Ecuadorians as well as native people or black people.

The elites and those in the upper–middle classes
are oriented toward education, personal achieve-
ment, and the modern consumerism of Euro–North
America. People in these classes regard themselves
as muy culto (‘‘very cultured’’), and while they may
learn English, French, or German as part of their
formal education, most disavow knowledge of any
indigenous language.

People in the upper and upper–middle classes
generally identify by skin color as blanco (‘‘white’’),
to distinguish themselves from those whom they
regard as ‘‘below’’ them. The prevalent concept of
mestizaje is an elitist ideology of racial miscegena-
tion, implying ‘‘whitening.’’ Those who self–
identify as ‘‘white’’ may use the term ‘‘mestizo’’ for
themselves, as in blanco–mestizo, to show how
much lighter they are than other ‘‘mestizos.’’

Black people, represented by their leaders as
Afro–Ecuadorians, (afroecuatorianos), speak Span-
ish and range through the middle to lower classes.
They are concentrated in the northwest coastal
province of Esmeraldas, the Chota–Mira River Val-
ley of the northern Andes, and the city of
Guayaquil. A sizable black population lives in
sectors of the Quito metropolitan area, and there is a
concentration in the oil-rich Amazonian region.

The cultures of the indigenous people are rich
and varied, but there are commonalities across lan-
guages and societies. The Quichua (pronounced
Kéechua) speakers of the Andes and Amazonia are
differentiated from one another, but come together
when common causes arise. Quichua includes the
northern dialects of Quechua, the language of the
imperial Inca. In Quichua and Quechua people
identify as Runa (‘‘fully human’’), and their lan-
guage as runa shimi (‘‘human speech’’).

All of the nationalities identify in their own lan-
guages as both fully human beings and as Ecua-
dorians. There is no word resembling indio
(‘‘indian’’) in indigenous languages, and the use of
that term is deeply resented. In Spanish, the term
for indigenous person (indı́gena) is preferred,
though gente (person, human being) is the most
appropriate designation for any Ecuadorian. People
throughout Ecuador make it very clear that identifi-
cation as Ecuadorian is for all people, and is not only
for the elite and upper–middle classes.

Location and Geography. Ecuador, which is
109,493 square miles (283,600 square kilometers;
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about the size of Oregon), is located in western
South America, the second smallest South American
nation. Its topography is dramatic. Two cordilleras
split the nation into coastal, Andean, and Amazo-
nian regions. The Galápagos Islands lie 600 miles
(965 kilometers) off the Pacific coast. The nation is
flanked on the north by Colombia and on the east
and south by Peru. The coastal region ranges from a
tropical rain forest in the north to a mixed wet–dry
monsoon region for the rest of the region. A third
fairly low cordillera runs intermittently along the
coastal strip. The Andes region has a number of
snow–capped volcanic mountains, dominated by
Chimborazo (20,596 feet; 6,278 meters) and
Cotopaxi (19,613 feet; 5,978 meters). Rich, fertile
valleys, or basins, lie in the inter–Andean region
known as the Corridor of the Volcanoes. The Ama-
zonian topography is highly varied, ranging from
mountainous regions that tower well over 6,000
feet (1,829 meters) to Amazonian biotopes.

Demography. The population of Ecuador is esti-
mated as approaching fourteen million and is

under–enumerated. It is divided almost evenly be-
tween the Coast and the Sierra. The Amazonian
region consists of only about 6 percent of the na-
tion’s population. Guayaquil, the major coastal city
with nearly four million people, and the Andean
capital, Quito, with its two million people, consti-
tute the powerful polarities of a political–economic
coastal–sierran divide. Both metropolitan areas vie
for control of the nation’s wealth and power. Indig-
enous people may comprise as much as 25 percent
to 35 percent of the republic, and black people about
7 percent. When those descended from indigenous
or Afro–Ecuadorian parents or ancestors are added
to these statistics, people who from an elite and
upper–middle–class perspective carry the ‘‘taint’’ of
ethnicity become the majority. The Quichua–
speaking people constitute the largest indigenous
population of about two million, followed by the
Jivaroans who number between 50,000 and
70,000. The smallest group, the Zaparoans, num-
ber only a handful of actual speakers. The other
indigenous groups range between 500 and 1300.

Linguistic Affiliation. Spanish, called castellano,
is the official Ecuadorian language. According to the
1998 constitution, the state guarantees the system
of bilingual, intercultural education that uses the
principal language of a particular culture and Span-
ish as the idiom of intercultural relations.

The indigenous nationalities speak various lan-
guages that belong to different linguistic families.
Quichua is spoken by most indigenous people in the
Sierra and by the largest indigenous group in Ama-
zonia. Well–known cultural clusters in the Sierra
include the Otavalo of Imbabura–Carchi, the
Tigua–Zumbagua of Cotopaxi, the Colta of
Chimborazo, the Cañari of Cañar and Azuay, and
the Saraguro of Loja. The Awa, Chachi, and
Tscháchila of the northern coastal region speak mu-
tually intelligible dialects of Barbacoan. In the Ama-
zonian region, Shuar, Achuar, and Shiwiar are
Jivaroan languages, though those identifying with
the latter may speak Achuar, Shuar, Quichua, or
Záparo. The Waorani, Záparo, and Cofán (A’i)
speak languages unrelated to other language fami-
lies of South America, and the Siona and Secoya
speak Western Tukanoan.

Quechua, subsuming Quichua, has twelve mil-
lion speakers ranging from southern Colombia to
Argentina in the Andes, and Colombia, Ecuador,
and Peru in Amazonia. It is the largest Native Amer-
ican language. The Jivaroan languages (Shuar,
Huambisa, Achuar, and Aguaruna) are spoken in
northeastern Peru; Cofán is spoken in Colombia;
Siona and Secoya are spoken in Colombia and Peru.
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A public square in Quito, the capital of Ecuador.

All indigenous languages are native to South Amer-
ica; they are not derived from pidgin or creole. Black
people speak their own dialects of Spanish and gen-
erally do not learn indigenous languages. Bilingual-
ism and multilingualism are common in Amazonia,
where the Achuar and Canelos Quichua intermarry,
and there is increasing intermarriage among people
in diverse language families. Spanish is common as
a second or third language among indigenous peo-
ple, and English, French, and German are used by
those who have been educated abroad or who have
traveled extensively in Europe or the United States.

Symbolism. Identity as Ecuadorian has many key
symbols. La patria (‘‘the motherland’’) is comple-
mented by el paı́s, ‘‘the fatherland’’ (country). The
former is the more powerful evocative referent of
collective identity. While el paı́s may be in chaos, la
patria endures. The government, el gobierno, is
closely related to the fatherland. It expresses itself
through el estado (‘‘the state’’). The people look to
the government for sustenance and protection, but
also expect corruption. When the government can-
not serve the people, they rise up as one. The com-
mon collective chant during such uprisings is el
pueblo, unido, jamás será vencido (‘‘the united people
will never be defeated’’). The feminine concept of la
nación (‘‘nation’’) is weaker than the other two, as is
the collective idea of an estado–nación (‘‘nation–

state’’). While scholars debate whether Ecuador is a
true nation or nation–state, the people identify with
la patria and look to el gobierno for salvation of
individual and collective self, as citizens of el paı́s.
‘‘Governability’’ is another key symbol in Ecuador,
and every leader has stated that Ecuador is very
difficult to govern, or that governability is impossi-
ble.

The national flag (the ‘‘tricolor’’) emerged in the
union of Gran Colombia in 1820s. A broad horizon-
tal yellow stripe represents the sun, fount of all
natural abundance; a red stripe is for the blood of
the heroes who fell in the making of a nation, specif-
ically those who died in Quito; and the central blue
strip is for the sky. The national coat of arms,
which is also part of the national flag, features the
union of Coast and Sierra. The condor, the national
bird, is on top of the coat of arms. In the 1960s the
Central Bank of Ecuador took as its emblem a
golden sun mask from the La Tolita archaeological
culture of Esmeraldas Province. In the 1990s the
indigenous organization CONAIE appropriated this
same mask as its own emblem of multinationality
of el pueblo. One of Ecuador’s most powerful collec-
tive symbols, which appears on some official sta-
tionery and in other places, is ¡el Ecuador es, ha sido,
y será, paı́s amazónico! (Ecuador has been, is, and
will be, an Amazonian country!). This slogan arose
after Peru attacked Ecuador in the war of 1941.
After brief but costly wars in 1981 and 1995, the
boundary dispute was resolved in October 1998.
With the acceptance of the treaty, Ecuadorians ev-
erywhere reported feeling as though a limb had
been amputated from the collective body of el paı́s
long after the Peruvian violation of la patria. On 12
May 1999, presidents Jamil Mahuad and Alberto
Fujimori presented a new symbol of unity—the
Spondylus shell—evidence of ancient long-distance
trade between the native peoples of Ecuador and
Peru—renewing their nations’ cooperation in devel-
opment and prosperity.

The national anthem reflects these themes. It is
played and sung, often with all of its verses, at all
public gatherings in every setting, including those
involving nationalities that may be at odds with the
government, the nation, and the nation–state. Ev-
ery television station signs on with the national
anthem, often accompanied by pictures of the na-
tional flag flying and the golden sun mask radiat-
ing. Also included are ethnic and geographic scapes
that remind everyone of the topographical and cul-
tural diversity of the country.

Two key symbols represent both cultural–
biological centralization and homogenization and
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diversification, human integrity, and dignity. The
first is that of mestizaje, which is promulgated by
the elite, who descend from Europeans. It refers to a
body of blended Ecuadorians who occupy the mid-
dle to lower classes. It is confronted constantly by
the second symbol of nacionalidad (‘‘nationality’’)
which refers to being culturally distinct in an op-
pressive nationalist state. The most prominent na-
tionality in Ecuador is that of the Quichua–
speaking people. In the 1970s their slogan was a
common greeting in the Inca Empire: ama shua,
ama llulla, ama quilla (‘‘don’t steal, don’t lie, don’t
be lazy’’). The indigenous–based social–political
movement pachakutik (‘‘return to the land’’),
formed in 1996, chose as its flag a rainbow spec-
trum, representing the anaconda, which emerges
from the Amazonian lowlands to unite people from
the Andes and Amazonia. This rainbow flag was
combined with the golden sun and Inca greeting to
build a master set of symbols of a diverse yet unified
body. These symbols are now nationally recog-
nized, defining an indigenous space of dynamic na-
tionalities within the republic.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Pre–Inca indigenous ex-
istence—which is important to the concept of na-
tional culture in Ecuador—is difficult to unravel,
but it was rich in its diversity, complex in its multi-
plicity of polities, and left an archaeological record
that differentiates its cultures from others in South
America. The Incaic period, to which most Ecua-
dorians refer when discussing the indigenous past,
began about 1480 and ended fifty years later with
the Spanish conquest led by Francisco Pizarro and
Diego Almagro. The Inca, whose northern leader in
the 1530s was Atahualpa, probably introduced
Quechua, as Quichua, into Andean Ecuador, and
they certainly promoted its usage as a political lin-
gua franca. The Spaniards introduced their lan-
guage as they imposed colonial rule, but Quichua
continued to spread.

As the Spanish took over Quito, began the ex-
ploration of Amazonia, and sought to establish a
viable Pacific port, African-American people began
their own conquest of the northwest rain-forest
region of what is now Esmeraldas. By the mid–
sixteenth century, self-liberated Africans and their
offspring controlled what was known as the Zambo
Republic (zambo refers to intermixture of African
and Native peoples). As Quito became a royal court
system of the Spanish crown in 1563, it extended
bureaucratic control westward to the northwest
coast and eastward to the Upper Amazon. In both

areas full-scale revolts occurred, with the
‘‘Zambos’’ of the northwest coast and the Quijos
and Jivaroans of the Amazonian region resisting all
attempts of Spanish incursion. The Spanish were
forced to make alliances with the representatives of
the Zambo Republic to the west; they managed to
subdue the Quijos in the north Amazonian terri-
tory, but not the Jivaroans in the center and south
Amazonian regions.

The colonial era lasted for three hundred years
and caused large–scale depopulation due to disease
and the emergence of a system of ‘‘racial hybridity’’
that denied nationality to all those classed as indio
and negro. Through it all there were uprisings, re-
volts, revolutions, movements of self–assertion,
and relationships that promoted subsistence, trade,
commerce, and cultural coherence beyond colonial
bureaucratic control.

National holidays that proclaim the sequence of
events leading to the one hundred fifty years of
republican history are 10 August (1809), ‘‘shout
for Independence,’’ and 24 May (1822), ‘‘Battle of
Pichincha.’’ After that battle Ecuador broke from
Spain, which also governed Peru, and joined the
Confederation of Gran Colombia, which also in-
cluded present–day Colombia and Venezuela. In
1830 Ecuador became an independent republic,
gained its name, and began a tumultuous history
racked with ethnic clashes and dominated by a
white, European–oriented oligarchy.

A unifying force between about 1860 and 1875
was a conservative–Catholic alliance aimed at infra-
structural development and consolidation of the
blanco elite’s position against that of the army,
which was filled with blacks and mestizos. As con-
servatism reigned in the Sierra, liberalism grew on
the Coast. Political conflicts between liberal and
conservative, Coast and Sierra played heavily in na-
tional governing throughout the late 1800s and
early 1900s led to a series of civil wars, including
the assassinations of conservative President Gabriel
Garcı́a Moreno and liberal President Eloy Alfaro Del-
gado.

The decline of dependency on the world market
that accompanied World War I calmed the violence
and civil disorder and ushered in an era of internal
development. As dependency on world trade re-
turned, violence again became common until the
army of the Sierra rebelled against coastal domin-
ance and initiated a new era of Quito–dominated
bureaucratic controls that included a central bank
(inaugurated 10 August 1927). Between 1925 and
1979, Ecuador’s political history, which has a pow-
erful hold on its cultural history, was characterized
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Community workers take a lunch break in Mariano Acosta. In Ecuador, national identity is a state system that owes the poor
a livelihood.

by democratic–military dictatorship oscillations,
with the democratic regimes being run by great
caudillos (people who arise in a crisis and rally peo-
ple of opposing parties to their cause).

Since 1979, after nine years of military dicta-
torship, Ecuador has had a series of democratic gov-
ernments, each one strengthening the role of the
white elite and increasing the poverty of the rest of
the nation. Three elected presidents have failed to fill
their terms. In 1981, Jaime Roldós Aguilera per-
ished in a plane crash; in 1997, Abdalá Bucaram
Ortiz was ousted by an act of congress and by
grass–roots movements for ‘‘mental incapacity’’;
and in 2000, Jamil Mahuad Witt was ousted by a
conjuncture of an indigenous and grass–roots up-
rising and a military coup. Although a growing
middle class has been increasingly apparent in the
last quarter century, poverty has grown exponen-
tially as an economy of capital dependence has
overridden subsistence pursuits. The most recent
manifestation of these processes is that of
‘‘dollarization’’ of the national currency in 2000.

National Identity. In all walks of life, people
identify as ecuatorianos(-as). National identity
emerged historically in several sectors. The elites
and the upper–class, along with ideologues in the

military and the press, use the concept of ‘‘blanco–
mestizo’’ to both identify with the masses (through
the concept mestizo), and to affirm their distance
from the masses (through the concept blanco). The
elites have a concept of gente de bién, or gente bién
(‘‘good people’’; ‘‘people of good or proper back-
ground’’). They are complemented by a new elite
that sometimes is known as gente de bienes (‘‘rich
people’’). The concept of sociedad (‘‘society’’) refers
to the old elite, both internally and among the new
rich.

Among the elite and the newer wealthy, iden-
tity as Ecuadorian is paralleled by identity as good,
righteous, Catholic, civilized, white people, who
share a European and United States orientation.
Colonial wealth is important, as is the maintenance
of high status with great power and substantial
wealth. Among the middle classes, the elite focus on
whiteness is conjoined with the elitist ambivalent
stigma of mestizaje. Middle–class commercial peo-
ple tend to identify with their families, their jobs,
and a general sense of the republic without
worrying about their ethnicity.

Over half the nation is poor, and poverty is a
self–identity referent. Here national identity is with
a state system that owes the poor a livelihood.
Those who self identify as ‘‘fully human’’ in one of
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seven or eight language families also identify as be-
ing Ecuadorian, but look to themselves and to their
own social movements for critical livelihood, and
for the political capital by which to construct a
nation of indigenous people. Where the elites and
middle classes are dominated by capitalist thought
and activity, the indigenous people, who are at the
forefront of movements of self-affirmation, favor
socialist reforms. Black people are caught between
the dominant elite, the prejudices of the middle
classes, and a tenuous and tentative rapproachment
with indigenous people.

Ethnic Relations. Black and indigenous people
identify with cultural counterparts in other
nations. For example, Quichua–speaking people
identify with other such speakers in Colombia,
Peru, Bolivia, and Argentina. Jivaroan speakers do
the same with Peruvians. Cofán, Secoya, and Siona
make little differentiation between themselves and
those speaking the same languages who live in adja-
cent countries. At another level, the very fact of
being indigenous, of being ‘‘original people,’’ serves
as a binding reference not only in South America,
but across the Americas and beyond. Black people
identify more tenuously with those who would
seem to be phenotypically similar, and the processes
of identity are stronger within their own regions
than they are internationally. In the last decade,
movements for black ethnic unity have taken place.
Black leaders suffer from a lack of funding while
indigenous leaders have considerable resources for
international ethnic nationalist movements of self–
affirmation.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Urbanism permeates the world view of the white–
mestizo sectors of Ecuador and is denied by other
Ecuadorians. To be urbane in the Sierra is to be a
social part of a major city—Quito, Ambato,
Riobamba, Cuenca—where whiteness, Catholic
Christianity, economic wealth, and ties to political
power define the dignidad (‘‘dignity’’) and gentileza
(‘‘gentility’’) of those who set themselves off from
the majority. In the large coastal cities—Guayaquil
and Manta—similar concepts prevail, but the phe-
nomena of being listo (‘‘ready to respond’’) and vivo
(‘‘ready to seize an opportunity’’) are more salient
than they are in the Sierra. The cultural and political
differences between the Coast and the Sierra are
great, and each region may constitute a political–
economic bloc that severely impedes a national con-
sensus on matters of critical collective concern.

A market in Otavalo.

Both urban–oriented serranos, as the high-
landers are called, and costeños, the people from the
Coast, draw a primary contrast between that which
is urban and that which is wilderness. The wilder-
ness includes rain forest and dry–forest areas, high
mountainous regions (‘‘páramos’’), and riverine
systems. These are the systems which, in other
contexts, define the beauty and romance of the
country, that which the tourism industry seeks to
‘‘develop’’ for the benefit of the rich, mobile, and
powerful.

Those with wealth and power long ago estab-
lished what they regard as civilized spaces through
the haciendas, which are extensive land holdings
surrounding large rural homes. Those in control of
their haciendas, called hacendados, treated people on
their lands by a system known in the Sierra as the
huasipungo (described by western scholars as
‘‘landed slavery’’). On the Coast the concept of con-
certaje was very similar, and carried the same mean-
ing. Agrarian reform, which began in the early
1960s and continued through the 1970s, has recti-
fied this system to a large extent, but many large
hacendados retain their landed power bases.

For indigenous and Afro–Ecuadorian people,
together with their various cultural ‘‘mixtures,’’
urban areas and rural areas blend; each depends on
the other, and the ability to move between the sites
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of the ‘‘government’’ and the ‘‘home’’ and the
‘‘land’’ is critically important. Many such people
are familiar with one or more of the urban centers
of Ecuador, having spent time there in one or an-
other capacity. Most such rural people have rela-
tives and friends in the cities. People in the poor
sector are able to move in and out of urban centers
because of kinship ties, ties of ritual kinship
(compadrazgo), and ties of patronage. Social move-
ments usually originate in a rural sector and move
toward the governing center.

Architecture can be thought of as a cultural com-
plement to the nation’s beautiful, varied scenery. It
runs the gamut from humble wattle–and–daub
houses with thatched roofs in the northern country-
side to the magnificent La Companı́a Church in Quito
with its gold–leaf interior; from thick–walled colo-
nial monasteries to glass–walled, angular sky-
scrapers. The pace of urbanism has steadily increased
since the beginning of petroleum production in the
early 1970s, but it has not erased regional architec-
tural styles that rely on natural materials such as
palm, mangrove, bamboo, and thatch on the Coast;
eucalyptus, maguey stems, earth, pampas grass, and
thatch in the Sierra; and palm, bamboo, and thatch in
the Oriente. Increasingly, these natural materials are
being supplemented or replaced by cut planks, cin-
der–block, cement, brick, ceramic and asbestos tile,
and corrugated metal.

Urban sprawl is visible around the major cities
and towns and along the Panamerican highway
that runs north–south through the center of the
country, but there are vast open spaces in the more
rural areas. In the less populous coastal and Amazo-
nian sectors, open spaces abound despite coloniza-
tion and urbanization. Population density in urban
areas, particularly in poorer neighborhoods, is
greatly underreported.

The use of personal household space is extremely
varied. In general terms, there tends to be a female
portion and a male portion of a domicile. Visitors
enter through the male side and are received in a sala
(‘‘living room’’). To be polite as a guest is to be seated;
hosts move to serve guests. Within this framework
there are innumerable variations. For example,
among the indigenous Canelos Quichua native peo-
ples of the Bobonaza River region, and radiating out
of urban Puyo, the head of the house sits on a round
carved wood stool, the seat of power of the water
spirit–master Sungui. Guests sit on a long bench that
symbolizes the anaconda. The Achuar native people
carry this further, insisting that male and female
guests be separated: women enter through the fe-
male door and sit with the women on small stools,

while the men enter through the male side and sit on
the anaconda–bench.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The most basic, ubiquitous
prepared food is soup, with many variations ac-
cording to region and ingredients. Coastal fish and
coconut milk chowders, sierran potato–based
soups, and Amazonian pepper–pot dishes are joined
by chicken consommé, cream of avocado, and cow’s
foot and tripe soup. The mildly fermented chicha
made from manioc by indigenous people of Amazo-
nia could be regarded as a soup in its daily,
nonceremonial consumption. Other common
nonfermented food drinks are made with barley and
oatmeal.

The middle and upper classes follow a European
model of diet and dining: the primary meal, dinner,
features several courses, is served at 2:00 P.M., and
may last for two hours. First comes the soup, and
then the segundo (‘‘second’’) or seco (‘‘dry’’) courses.
It is a time to gather with family at home, or to
meet friends or business acquaintances at a restau-
rant. Workers who travel far from home may take
along lunch in a vertically compartmentalized
lunch bucket, or buy inexpensive hot food from
kiosks or street vendors. These foods include potato
and meat soups or stews, choclos (corn on the cob),
small sausages fried with onions and potatoes, and
eggs. Other national favorites from the street to
restaurants include empanadas, small meat, vegeta-
ble, or corn pies; shrimp, bivalves, fish, pork, or beef
specialties; and ‘‘typical’’ dishes such as locro, a po-
tato and cheese soup, and llapingachos, potato–
cheese fritters. In urban Quito and Guayaquil one
may choose food from Arby’s, Domino’s Pizza,
Kentucky Fried Chicken, McDonald’s, or TGI Fri-
day’s. A small number of caterers specialize in
home–delivered prepared meals to accommodate
employed women. Abundant fresh fruits and fruit
juices are extremely popular.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. A vari-
ety of special dishes are prepared from fresh ingredi-
ents for ceremonial occasions by the woman of the
house and her female maids. In the Sierra and parts
of the Coast fanesca, a hearty soup that combines
numerous beans, grains, and other vegetables
cooked in fish broth, is served during Holy Week.
Native people of Amazonia and the Sierra prepare
chicha, a brew made from manioc and maize, re-
spectively. This drink is served on all ceremonial
occasions, but in Amazonia it also provides daily
caloric intake. For the elite, alcoholic drinks, partic-
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A woman harvesting corn near Cuenca. Probably 50 percent or
more Ecuadorans produce their own food.

ularly imported scotch whisky (called wisky), and
imported beer and wine are served on special occa-
sions. As one descends the class hierarchy, whisky is
replaced by bonded rums and raw cane alcohol
(trago), and domestic beer. In some places, inexpen-
sive Chilean wines supplemented or replaced chicha
and domestic beer.

Basic Economy. The lush Andean valleys and
coastal farms produce vegetables and fruits in great
variety and abundance, and there is active interre-

gional marketing. Stable starches are rice, bananas,
plantains, and taro, grown on the coast; potatoes,
corn, barley, quinoa, and wheat from the Sierra;
and, in Amazonia, plantains, bananas, and particu-
larly the root crops manioc and taro. Coffee, sugar,
cacao, and coconuts from the coast are widely dis-
tributed. Chickens are raised everywhere for meat
and for eggs, which are a major source of protein.
Other meats are provided by hogs, cattle, and sheep;
fish and some game are important in the Oriente. A
wide variety of sausages, processed meats, and
canned tuna and sardines is available in markets.
The dairy industry is strong in the Sierra and the
Coast, providing milk and numerous types of
cheeses. Supermarkets carry an increasingly wide
variety of imported canned and dehydrated soups,
as well as nationally produced canned cow’s foot
and tripe soups.

Until recently, Ecuadorians depended entirely
on domestic produce. Probably 50 percent or more
of Ecuador’s people produced their own food. Such
production took place on coastal and sierran haci-
endas, where the elite controlled the land. Peasants
(often indigenous) eked out an existence bordering
on abject poverty, often in systems of sharecrop-
ping or landed slavery. Since the petroleum boom
and the land reforms of the 1970s, more people
depend on meager cash incomes to purchase food
grown by fewer people. Commercial agriculture
and floriculture have increased dramatically with
the use of plastic greenhouses—the plastic sheeting
is a product of the petrochemical industries. Fish
farming (primarily trout and tilapia) and shrimp
farming are important sources of food and income.

Land Tenure and Property. Black people of the
northwest coast and indigenous people in the Ama-
zonian region have long been excluded from any
land tenureship of the property on which they have
dwelled, since the mid–16th century in the former,
and from time immemorial in the latter. The lands
of indigenous and black people in these lowland
regions are declared tierras baldı́as (‘‘uninhabited
lands’’) even though they are teeming with Afro–
Ecuadorian or indigenous people. During the time
of sierran land reforms, they were opened for colo-
nization by poor Andean people. The resulting
clashes and conflicts continue.

Commercial Activities. Petroleum, bananas,
shrimp and other seafood, timber and wood prod-
ucts, fruits, and flowers constitute Ecuador’s pri-
mary legal exports. Its major industry is petroleum
processing, which takes place in Balao, just outside
of the city of Esmeraldas. Most of the oil comes
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from the Amazonian region, where companies such
as Texaco have caused one of the worst oil disasters
in the world. Indigenous organizations have tried to
sue Texaco in the United States, but the white–
mestizo judges and lawyers of Ecuador support
Texaco as a major source of national and institu-
tional wealth.

Division of Labor. In the upper and middle classes,
family connections and higher education are ex-
tremely important for significant participation in
many professional and commercial ventures, as are
payments to powerful political figures. Manual
labor opportunities are often controlled by labor
bosses who recruit among poor people and illegally
take a portion of the workers’ wages. This system,
known as enganche, exploits especially black and
indigenous people by setting them against low–
class and usually unionized mestizo workers. Peo-
ple have multiple means of labor mobilization in-
cluding the community–based minga, in which
everyone pitches in to accomplish a task.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Ecuador is a highly stratified
society with strong symbolic as well as socioeco-
nomic and political ordering. The social structure
constitutes a class pyramid. The all–white oligar-
chies represent the pinnacle of political power, eco-
nomic control, and social esteem. There is a signifi-
cant middle class of professional, commercial, and
service workers who generally self identify ethni-
cally as blancos. Their representations of other peo-
ple depend on many political and socioeconomic
situations and contexts. Power and control are asso-
ciated with being blanco, and upward mobility often
involves a process known as blanqueamiento (whit-
ening). In vulgar discourse blanqueamiento means
moving away from any mancha (taint, or stain) of
the hybrid categories, as well as denying the sources
of indio and negro. Despite quasi-racial categoriza-
tion and vast differences of wealth, there is a great
deal of mobility and fluidity in all social and cul-
tural sectors.

Well over half the nation is composed of those
stigmatized as black or ‘‘Indian’’ people and those
with ancestry falling into such categories; they are
excluded from access to wealth, power, or social
esteem. These are the people who must be mobilized
in a national election or for collective action, and to
whom a caudillo must appeal, usually through the
assertion of the commonality of all Ecuadorians
as el pueblo. Ecuadorians whose forefathers came
from other lands, especially Lebanon, have been

particularly successful in such mobilization and
some of them have also been quickly deposed by
those mobilized. Recent ex–presidents Bucaram
Ortiz and Witt Mahuad illustrate these dual pro-
cesses of caudillismo.

People throughout Ecuador are thoroughly fa-
miliar with the economic machinations at the pin-
nacle of power and argue against aggressive self–
serving capitalism and corporate privatization
while at the same time looking to patrons in the
government for relief from poverty and opportuni-
ties to advance socially and economically. The sym-
bolic structure of stratification permeates all dimen-
sions of the republic. Even Amazonian shamans,
when in trance, travel to spirit governments to gain
the power to cure. In their festivals, black people in
Esmeraldas may dramatize diverse relationships
with distant central governments.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Ecuador is a constitutional democ-
racy. Political life is focused on caudillos within a
contemporary system of coalitions that features
from seven to twenty political parties. Parties con-
stantly coalesce and fragment, but a few, such as
the Social Christians, the Leftist Democrats, and
various populist parties, endure. The judicial sys-
tem is based on the Napoleonic code, wherein a
person is treated as guilty until proven innocent.
The military is the most powerful force within the
country, and the police force is substantial. Poor
people have little recourse to police help, and the idea
and practice of justicia por propia mano (‘‘justice by
one’s own hand’’) is increasingly prevalent. The
military system of socioeconomic mobility stresses
the doctrine of mestizaje. During social movements,
including uprisings, the military takes control but
more often than not serves as a forceful mediator
rather than as an oppressor.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

National welfare programs, including a social secu-
rity system with extensive health–care compo-
nents, exist. It is common for a program to be
established with inadequate funding. The concept of
a ‘‘program without money’’ is a ubiquitous cul-
tural image that reflects economic reality. The fail-
ure of the social security system has provoked nu-
merous protests for reform. Successful efforts for
social change usually come from the poor sectors,
of which the most powerful are the many indige-
nous organizations and the national unions repre-
senting labor, transportation, and education.
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Rugs for sale at a market in Otavalo are an example of indigenous craftsmanship.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND

OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Ecuadorians have created some very important
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).
Fundación Natura is well known internationally for
its efforts at ecological preservation. Since the
1970s, indigenous people have developed, with sub-
stantial help from European sources, many organi-
zations, most notably the Confederation of Indige-
nous People of Ecuador (CONAIE), Ecuador’s
Indigenous Awakening (ECUARUNANI), the Shuar

Federation, and the Confederation of Indigenous
People of Amazonian Ecuador (CONFENIAE). The
Association of Ecuadorian Blacks (ASONE) is grow-
ing in strength. In recent years there has been an
explosion of NGOs serving the interests of numer-
ous groups, mainly grass–roots ethnic–, gender–,
and labor–based. Active NGOs number over two
hundred and are largely sponsored by foreign capi-
tal. While many NGOs are real forces in the trans-
formation of institutional dysfunctions, it is often
claimed that they contribute to corruption within
institutions.
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Families with pictures of loved ones at a demonstration in Quito, circa 1989. The Ecuadoran people look to the government for
protection, but also expect corruption.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Women make up a
considerable portion of the workforce and are par-
ticularly visible in banking and finance, university
teaching and research, and NGOs. They play a
prominent role in indigenous and Afro–Ecuadorian
mobilizations and movements. They hold high gov-
ernment positions in the national and regional judi-
cial system, the national congress, and the executive
branch.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Gender
roles vary greatly across classes and ethnicities,
ranging from equal to male–dominated. Context
specificity alters gender roles and statuses so that
women may control sectors of activity even when
ideological maleness is said to prevail. The ideology
of machismo refers to masculine dominance and
sexual conquest. It is said by people in some sec-
tors to be complemented by marianismo, which, in
reference to the Virgin Mary, designates an ideal
of female purity and fidelity. How this somewhat
vague ideology, which is not universal in Ecuador
and varies enormously by gender, class, and eth-
nic perspectives, articulates to actual gender
roles is not clear, and deserves serious research
attention.

Women have gained legal rights over their chil-
dren and their own property. A woman, even with a
stable and enduring marriage, may elect to omit her
husband’s name from her child’s birth certificate to
protect that child from possible future bad fa-
therhood or separation or divorce, in which the
father could claim the child.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage varies greatly, with its ex-
pressions ranging from those characteristic of
middle–class United States or Europe to a variety of
systems that include ‘‘trial marriage’’ and ‘‘serial
polygyny.’’

Domestic Unit. The family is a key feature in the
social structural and mobility systems of Ecuador.
The basic domestic unit focuses on the mother and
children with the father as provider. The mother
nurtures the children and manages the household;
the father legally provides for the family and the
home. This system operates at all class levels and
across different cultural systems. Overall, strong
men try to keep their nuclear and expanded families
around them, while bringing in–laws in. Where
this succeeds, a kindred political–economic base de-
velops; where it does not, people become attached to
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relatively more successful kin. Children are cher-
ished, and socialization focuses on the granting of
respect to parents, siblings, other relatives, the com-
munity, the nation, God, and those who lend a
helping hand.

ETIQUETTE

Respeto (respect) is the key to etiquette across all of
the class and ethnic divisions and between the gen-
ders. To be granted respect is to have dignidad (dig-
nity) which is a social cognate of the legal status of
derechos (‘‘rights’’). The granting and receiving—or
withholding and denying—of respect governs much
of interpersonal relationships. The opposite of re-
spect is desprecio (disrespect). One counters disrespect
to one’s dignity by claiming ‘‘rights,’’ and such
rights come to one as an ecuatoriano, Ecuadorian. All
Ecuadorians demand respect in their interactions,
and conflict on interpersonal, aggregate, or group
bases occurs when disrespect is repeatedly observed
or inferred. One of the fundamental features of the
black social movement is found in the phrase el
rescate de la dignidad national (‘‘the rescue of na-
tional dignity’’). Black leaders say that Ecuador will
lack dignity until the ideology of mestizaje, with its
built–in premise of blanqueamiento and subtext of
mejorar la raza (‘‘improve the race’’ of indigenous
and Afro–Ecuadorian people) is abandoned. The in-
digenous and black social movements, and move-
ments by women and poor people, are oriented
toward achieving the status of dignity through the
allocation and/or appropriation of respect.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. White–mestizo religiosity is pre-
dominantly Roman Catholic and varies considerably
according to social class. Conservative Catholicism is
infused with patriotism. Protestantism with many
dimensions and sects is common and growing,
though with smaller congregations. Overall, a fa-
talistic world view prevails wherein, ultimately,
God’s will is seen to dominate events. Phrases such as
‘‘if God permits,’’ ‘‘if God helps me,’’ and ‘‘thanks to
God,’’ are ubiquitous. Natural disasters, which are
common in Ecuador, are said to be God’s punish-
ment for collective sin. The government, though
secular, is thought of as a powerful but unconcerned
father who cares little for his ‘‘children’’ (citizens),
thereby provoking God’s wrath.

Rituals and Holy Places. A root metaphor for
many Catholics is that of the Passion of Christ. His
life symbolizes the value of suffering. Virgins and

saints are second to Christ’s imagery in wide–
spread Ecuadorian Catholicism. People make pil-
grimages to the virgins and saints from great dis-
tances, primarily to become healed of physical or
mental afflictions. It is believed some saints can heal
and inflict harm and that at least one, San Gonzalo,
can kill. Syncretisms between Catholic Christianity
and local–level beliefs and practices are ubiquitous
and permeate every sector of Ecuadorian culture.
Indigenous people have a rich spiritual universe,
which shamans tap for curing and for sending
harm.

Death and the Afterlife. Death occurs, it is said
everywhere, ‘‘when one’s time comes,’’ and this is
accompanied by the assertion that ‘‘no one knows
when my time is to come; when my time is up I
die.’’ This knowledge is restricted, according to
some, to God (‘‘when God calls me’’), but others say
even he doesn’t know when one’s time will be up on
this earth. On or near death, saints from heaven and
demons from hell come to claim the soul. Concep-
tions of the afterlife also vary greatly, from pious
assertions that the good go to heaven and the bad go
to hell, to the Afro–Ecuadorian coastal idea that
most souls go to purgatory. Souls are thought to
return to earth to seek their households where the
living still exist, and this is something that is not
wanted. Indigenous people have many concepts of
soul movement after death, and the heaven–hell
dichotomy, mediated by purgatory, is usually a su-
perficial overlay on indigenous cosmologies and
cosmogonies. In the Sierra and the Coast during the
Day of the Dead—All Souls Day—which occurs at
the end of October or early November, people con-
gregate in cemeteries, socialize with souls of the de-
ceased, and honor death itself through the imagery
embodied in special bread–dough figurines and
colada morada, a drink made with blue–black corn
meal, blueberries, blackberries, other fruits, and
spices.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Religion, shamanism, and home remedies are im-
portant resources. Traditional and alternative medi-
cines were recognized in the constitutional reform
of 1998. Amazonian Quichua shamans and coastal
Tscháchila healers are considered to be the most
powerful healers and minister to people speaking
other languages, including those who come from
many classes and backgrounds from the Sierra and
the Coast. The use of Banisteriopsis caapi, called
ayahuasca (‘‘soul vine’’) in Quichua, is widespread
and has attracted attention from medical–care per-
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sonnel, international pharmaceutical companies,
and foreign tourists.

Western health-care delivery exists mainly in
the large cities, with outlying clinics rarely function-
ing in anything resembling western designs. While
there are exceptions, hospitals are places where peo-
ple in dire straits go, after trying many possible
cures for illness. Pharmacists do a big business in
diagnosis and prescription, and almost any drug or
medication can be purchased over the counter.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Soccer (futbol) is the national passion for the major-
ity of men in every walk of life. As one encounters
poverty and ethnic marginality, one finds women
playing with men. Futbol reflects regional and eco-
nomic differences. When the national team plays in
international matches, a united Ecuadorian presence
emerges throughout the country. When not united,
Ecuadorians become divided in terms of the racial
features of its national team. Some argue that pow-
erful sports figures seek to ‘‘lighten’’ the phenotype
of the teams. Attempts at such blanqueamiento are
vigorously protested by the most prominent black
organization, ASONE. The celebrity soccer players
can achieve quasi-sainthood, particularly when
they die under unforeseen and tragic circumstances.
Heroes of other individual sports (e.g. track and
field) are also idolized and may become quite pros-
perous.

The most prominent national secular celebra-
tions are 24 May and 10 August, the two dates of
national liberation. The assumption of presidential
office always takes place on the latter. Other celebra-
tions are 12 October, Columbus Day, known as the
dia de la raza (‘‘day of the race’’). The elite take this
to mean the day of the European (white), Spanish
race from which they descend. Other Ecuadorians
take this day as a symbol of racial blending, of
mestizaje. It is a day of infamy for indigenous and
black leaders, who are excluded by its symbolism, as
they are excluded in everyday life. New Year’s Eve
features a huge secular festival where prominent
figures, called muñecos or años viejos—effigies or ‘‘old
years’’—are created on platforms on public streets,
lampooned, and burned at midnight. Epiphany (6-
11 January) is the Three Kings’ Day, which is cele-
brated by indigenous people of the Sierra as a secular
festival. Pre–Lenten Carnival is celebrated through-
out the country as a big water fight. In June and
July, Sierran festivals of Saint Peter, Saint Paul, and
Saint John fuse with those of Corpus Christi and the
Incaic Inti Raymi solstice celebration, attracting na-

tional and international tourists. The founding days
of cities and towns are celebrated throughout the
nation, while the alleged European–Andean
‘‘discovery’’ of the Amazon on 12 February is ac-
knowledged primarily in the Oriente.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Quito proclaims itself to be
the Patrimonio de Humanidad, ‘‘the Heritage of Hu-
manity,’’ and in 1999, Cuenca was designated by
UNESCO as an international Heritage of Humanity.
Two major organizations that support the arts and
the humanities are the Casa de la Cultura
Ecuatoriana (the House of Ecuadorian Culture), and
the Banco Central del Ecuador. These organizations
are funded by the federal government. Archaeologi-
cal and colonial arts are considered national trea-
sures.The Instituto Nacional de Patrimonio Cultural
(the National Institute of Ecuadorian Heritage) is
involved in the restoration of colonial edifices and
some archaeological sites and in preventing national
treasures from leaving the country. Excellent news-
papers, television documentaries, and ethnographic
and historic video productions all feature a wide
spectrum of writers, analysts, and commentators,
including intellectuals in various sectors of cultural
life, as well as in the academies.

Literature. Literature is rich in Ecuador, and in-
cludes writings not only by those highly educated
and by journalists, but also by self-taught people
who have produced works of value. Best known
authors include Juan Montalvo, Juan León Mera,
Luis A. Martı́nez, Jorge Icaza, Jorge Enrique
Adoum, and Alfredo Pareja Diezcanseco. Artists
such as Benjamı́n Carrión, Oswaldo Guayasamı́n,
Edwardo Kingman, Camilo Egas, and Oswaldo
Viteri are internationally known. Julio Jaramillo is
the best known national composer.

An internationally significant corpus of litera-
ture is produced by black scholars such as Nelson
Estupiñán Bass, Argentina Chiriboga, Aldalberto
Ortiz, and Preciado Bedoya, among others. Indige-
nous authors write in Spanish and in Quichua.

Performance Arts. There is a national symphony
and national folkloristic ballet in Quito, but Ecuador
is probably best known internationally for indige-
nous bands that combine and recombine various
genres of Andean ‘‘folk’’ music. Many come from
Otavalo and Salasaca, but groups exist throughout
the Andes and the Amazonian region. Black ma-
rimba groups from Esmeraldas are becoming inter-
nationally known.
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THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Major universities in Quito and Guayaquil, and
smaller ones in other cities, all have curricula in
physical and social sciences. Private and public uni-
versities vary greatly in their emphases, but offer a
respectable array of liberal arts and sciences, medi-
cal, legal, and engineering training. Funding comes
from the government, from tuition, from foreign
aid, and from gifts and private donations. Many
Ecuadorians, from all classes and walks of life, earn
master’s and doctoral degrees in Latin America, the
United States, and Europe.
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CULTURE NAME

Egyptian; Arab Egyptian; Arab

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Official name: Arab Republic of Egypt

Previously: The United Arab Republic. Before 1952:
The Egyptian Kingdom

ORIENTATION

Identification. Egypt is the internationally used
name but not the name used by the people of the
country. It derives from the Greek Aegyptos, which
in turn probably comes from ancient Egyptian
words referring to the land (Hut-ka-ptah, or ‘‘house
of the essence [ka] of Ptah,’’ a local god). Western
names derive from this, as does the word ‘‘Copt’’ (in
Arabic, qibt). ‘‘Copt’’ can be taken to mean
‘‘Egyptian’’ in general, but now commonly means
an Egyptian Christian, technically one belonging to
the majority Coptic Church.

In Arabic, the name is Misr. This name is older
than the Muslim conquest, but is attested to in the
Koran. It can refer to either the whole country or the
capital city. The name itself is an icon, spoken, writ-
ten, or sung.

The population of Egypt is relatively homoge-
neous. The overwhelming majority (over 90 per-
cent) are Arabic-speaking Sunni Muslims. About 6
percent are Christians, who are indistinguishable in
other respects from the Muslims. Most of the Chris-
tians belong to the Coptic Orthodox Church, the
historic church of Egypt, but minorities within the
minority are Catholic or Protestant, or derive from
the churches of the Levant (Maronite, Greek Ortho-
dox, Greek Catholic). There are a few small linguis-
tic minorities, of which the largest is the Nubians,
who speak two Nubian languages (Kenuz and
Mahas) related to the Nilo-Saharan languages of the
Sudan. They represent less than 1 percent of Egypt’s

population, and are concentrated around Aswan.
Other linguistic minorities include a few thousand
Berber speakers in Siwa oasis, the easternmost
outpost of Berber speech, and the small population
of Beja (Ababda and Bisharin) in the eastern desert
east of Aswan. All these groups are Muslim. There
are also urban linguistic enclaves of Armenians,
Greeks, Italians, and others. Another urban enclave
was the Jews, now largely emigrated, who spoke
either Arabic or various European languages. The
urban minorities were much larger before the mid-
dle of the twentieth century.

Location and Geography. Egypt has an area of
385,229 square miles (1,001,000 square kilome-
ters). The country is separated from its neighbors
by either ocean or sparsely populated desert. To the
north is the Mediterranean Sea, and to the east the
Red Sea. Egypt is separated from Libya and North
Africa by the western desert, from Palestine and
Israel by the desert of the Sinai Peninsula, and from
the centers of population in the Sudan by desert
except along the narrow Nile River. Among the
major geographical features of Egypt are the Nile
River and the Suez Canal, which joins the Red Sea
and the Mediterranean Sea, and also separates Egypt
proper from Sinai. The highest point is Mount
Catherine in the Sinai, at 8,743 feet (2,665 meters).

Egypt is the gift of the Nile. Rainfall is not ade-
quate to sustain agriculture or a settled population,
and water instead comes from the Nile. The Nile
rises far to the south of Egypt, in Ethiopia and in the
drainage basin of Lake Victoria. It reaches Egypt in
Lake Nasser, behind the Aswān High Dam. After the
dam, the Nile continues to flow north in a single
channel paralleled by irrigation canals until it
reaches Cairo, 550 miles (860 kilometers) away.
North of Cairo, the Nile Delta begins. The Nile
breaks into two main channels, the western Rosetta
branch and the eastern Damietta branch, for the
final 120 miles (200 kilometers) before the water
reaches the Mediterranean. The two main regions of
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Egypt are thus the Valley, or Sa‘id, in the south, and
the Delta in the north, separated by Cairo at the
apex of the Delta.

The Nile receives about 85 percent of its water
from the Ethiopian highlands. Before the construc-
tion of dams and barrages, floodwaters would spill
out of the river’s banks and, channeled by sluices
and dikes, cover most of the agricultural land.
Egyptians then practiced a form of recession agri-
culture, planting winter crops in the mud left be-
hind by the receding river.

In the twentieth century, people have increased
their control of the river. This culminated in the
construction of the Aswān High Dam, completed in
1971 but which first held back the floodwaters in
1964. Control of the Nile has made it possible to
cultivate year round. On average, there are two
crops a year.

About 96 percent of Egypt’s population lives in
the Nile Valley, which comprises about 4 percent of
the area of the country; most of the economic and
social activity occurs there. The rest of the country
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is desert. This includes the scrub desert along the
Mediterranean coast between the Nile Delta and
Libya, and along the north coast of the Sinai Penin-
sula; the mountainous desert between the Nile Val-
ley and the Red Sea; and the western desert west of
the Nile Valley. Rainfall in these areas is rare to
nonexistent. Only the Mediterranean coast has rain
that is reliable enough to support marginal human
activity, with some agriculture and animal hus-
bandry. The Western Desert has five oases that sup-
port a settled population and serve as communica-
tion centers (Khārga, Dakhla, Farafra, Baharı̄ya,
and Siwa). There are smaller oases in the Sinai
peninsula (Firan), and even in the arid Eastern desert
there are occasional springs, two of which provide
water to Christian monasteries.

It is an article of faith in contemporary Egypt
that agriculture and settled life should spread be-
yond the confines of the Nile Valley. Major efforts
have been made to ‘‘reclaim’’ land on the fringes of
the Nile Valley, particularly east and west of the
Delta. Over a million acres have been reclaimed since
the middle of the twentieth century. Recent discov-
ery of fossil underground water in the extreme
southwest corner of Egypt is leading to the develop-
ment of irrigated agriculture in that area.

Demography. At the end of 1996, the total popu-
lation of Egypt was 65,200,000, of whom about
1,900,000 were considered to be living abroad tem-
porarily, presumably mostly in the oil countries of
the Arab Gulf but also including some in the West.
The 1996 population represented a 21.7 percent in-
crease over the 1986 population. The annual
growth rate was calculated at 2.1 percent, down
from 2.8 percent in the period of 1976–1986. The
lower growth rate was also reflected in the figure
for those under 15 years of age, which was 35
percent of the overall population in 1996 as against
38.8 percent in 1986. Egypt’s population is pre-
dicted to double between 1996 and 2029. According
to the Egyptian Human Development Report 1997-98,
life expectancy at birth in Egypt was 66.7 years, up
from 55 in 1976. Infant mortality was 29 per 1,000
live births in 1996. The total fertility rate was 3.3 in
1997, with urban areas quite a bit lower than rural
areas. Just over one-third of the population was
below a poverty line based on consumption needs,
calculated by the Egyptian government.

Males were 51.2 percent of the total population,
contrary to the demographic norm that postulates
more women than men. Egypt is part of a broad
band of countries, extending east to Korea, where
there are ‘‘missing women.’’

People fill the street in a Cairo market.

The level of education is increasing; those over
the age of ten who were literate increased from 50.4
percent in 1986 to 61.4 percent in 1996. Figures for
graduates from different levels of education also
grew—those holding a higher education degree in-
creased from 4.3 percent in 1986 to 7.3 percent in
1996. The rural population was 57 percent in 1996,
compared to 56 percent in 1986, but this includes
some people living in settlements of 20,000 or
more. A settlement is defined as urban according to
its administrative function.

Linguistic Affiliation. Egypt is part of the Arabic
speech community of about 250 million people,
spread from Morocco to Oman. Arabic is a branch
of the Semitic languages, which in turn belongs to
the Afro-Asiatic language family together with
Berber, Ancient Egyptian, Chadic, and Cushitic.
Egypt became Arabic-speaking as a result of the
Muslim conquest in the seventh century, though
the full replacement of the earlier languages took
several centuries. In Egypt, as elsewhere in the Arab
world, the Arabic language is characterized by
diglossia. That is, there is a substantial difference
between the written language, influenced by the
Koran, and the spoken language. There are some
regional dialects in Egypt, notably the speech of
Upper Egypt, but nothing that prevents under-
standing.
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Radio and television impose the Cairo-spoken
language as the standard dialect of Egypt. Egyptian
cultural influence is transmitted to the rest of the
Arabic-speaking world in the Cairo dialect. English
is the most common foreign language spoken in
Egypt, followed by French.

Symbolism. The dominant symbols in the formal
and semiformal sphere derive mainly from aspects
of Egypt’s history, especially the Pharaonic and Is-
lamic periods.

The three Giza pyramids (sometimes together
with the Great Sphinx) represent the most impor-
tant and obvious visual symbol of the Egyptian
nation. It is the most widespread ‘‘postcard’’ image,
and also the title of the major daily newspaper Al-
Ahram (with the three pyramids on the top of the
front page). The symbol of Egypt Air, the national
airline, is Horus, a figure from ancient Egyptian
religion represented as a falcon.

Other symbols derive from the country’s Is-
lamic heritage. The nineteenth-century Mohammed
Ali mosque built on top of a medieval citadel is
visible from different parts of Cairo. Of more archi-
tectural significance are the Ibn Tulun and Sultan
Hassan mosques in Cairo and the Qaitbey mauso-
leum and school in the northern cemetery.

One important symbol is derived from the
country’s geography: the Nile River. The Nile is
invoked in different contexts, each representing a
facet of the country’s identity or prevalent themes
of the culture. It is associated with immortality,
romance, or glory (the construction of the high
dam). In recent years, Nile cruises have become a
favored tourist attraction, and ‘‘cleaning up the
Nile’’ has become an environmental slogan.

The flag is an abstract tricolor, with black
standing for the past of oppression, red for sacrifice,
and white for the future. A centerpiece of a falcon
completes the design. Reflecting a sense of Arab
unity, the flags of several other Arab countries have
the same colors. The current national anthem is the
music of the song ‘‘Biladi’’ (meaning ‘‘My Coun-
try’’), a patriotic song that was popular during the
1919 uprising against the British occupation.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The land of Egypt has a
distinctiveness within the region because of the de-
velopment of major civilizations in the Nile Valley,
sometimes phrased as seven thousand years of civi-
lization. After the Pharaonic and Greco-Roman pe-
riods, Christianity came to Egypt. For several centu-

ries Egypt was essentially a Christian country. The
Muslim conquest in the seventh century C.E.
brought a new force, but it was some time before
there was a Muslim majority in Egypt. In the six-
teenth century, Egypt became part of the Ottoman
Empire, ruled from Constantinople (now Istanbul).
On the eve of modernization, Napoleon and the
French army conquered Egypt in 1798, and re-
mained through 1801. Many writers identify this
period of three years as a major turning point in
Egyptian cultural history, while others argue that
the process began earlier and lasted longer.

Shortly after the British expelled the French
from Egypt in 1801, the Ottoman military leader
Muhammad ‘Alı̄ Pasha and his troops took over in
1805. Muhammad ‘Alı̄ Pasha remained the ruler of
Egypt until his death in 1849, and his descendants
continued as the rulers until the overthrow of the
monarchy in 1952.

The British occupied Egypt in 1882, working
under the nominal authority of the descendants of
Muhammad ‘Alı̄ Pasha. In 1919, in the aftermath of
World War I, unrest aiming at Egyptian indepen-
dence began. The main nationalist political party,
the Wafd, was created that year. The agitation re-
sulted in the recognition of Egypt’s independence in
1922 and the establishment of a constitution in
1923. This amounted to internal self-government
under King Fu’ād, with an elected parliament and a
prime minister. In 1936 and 1937 further treaties
with the United Kingdom led to international recog-
nition of Egypt’s independence, and it joined the
League of Nations in 1937. Egypt was the scene of
major battles in World War II, and the country
formally joined the war in its last year, 1945. At
this time, Egypt also joined the United Nations and
helped found the Arab League.

In 1952 the ‘‘Free Officers’’ from the Egyptian
army forced King Farouk, son of King Fu’ād, to
abdicate. A year later the monarchy was abolished
and a republic established. Colonel Gamal Abdel
Nasser emerged as the strongman of the new regime,
and he became president in 1954. The new regime
initiated many new social policies in Egypt. This was
a genuine revolution that shared power and wealth
more equally with all elements of the population and
encouraged education for the masses. From a cul-
tural point of view, the new regime released Egyp-
tians from the feeling of oppression due to foreign
rule, and allowed for the flowering of an unencum-
bered Egyptian identity, making it possible to be
both modern and Egyptian. This was also the period
of maximum Egyptian involvement in warfare. The
most devastating moment came with the defeat of
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A pile of pottery water jugs in Luxor Village along the Nile River. Irrigation is central to Egyptian agriculture and water is
supplied by the government.

Egypt by Israel in the Six-Day War in 1967; the
Israeli army overran the remainder of Palestine and
occupied the Sinai Peninsula.

Anwar el-Sadat became president after Nasser
died in 1970. After the fourth war against Israel in
1973, Sadat moved to make peace and to recover the
Sinai. Under Sadat, too, many of the social reforms
of the Nasser period were frozen or reversed. Sadat
was assassinated in 1981 and was succeeded by his
vice president, Hosni Mubarak, who was elected for a
fourth six-year term in September 1999. To date, all
four of Egypt’s presidents have been military men.

National Identity. Unlike many third-world
countries, Egypt does not have a clear moment
when it became ‘‘independent.’’ Instead there was a
process beginning with the anti-British movement
of 1919 and the constitution of 1923, and continu-
ing through international recognition in 1937 and
the departure of the last British soldier in 1956.
Arguably the process continues still, as Egypt deals
with the meaning of an Egyptian identity and na-
tional independence in a globalizing world domi-
nated economically and culturally by the United
States.

Ethnic Relations. The main issue in ethnic identity
arises not within the nation, but in terms of the

nation being part of the wider Arab world. People
debate whether being Egyptian or being Arab is
more important. The Arab world is tied together by
shared language and culture, including shared Is-
lamic values and practices, and by a sense of shared
political problems—even when countries and peo-
ple take different positions, they focus on the same
problems. Arab unity is concretized in the Arab
League, whose headquarters is in Cairo.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Villages and cities are the two major settlement
types. There has been, however, an increasing over-
lap in social and economic functions which, in turn,
manifests itself in an increasing blurring of distinc-
tions regarding architectural features of both city
and village.

Villages consist of a core residential area sur-
rounded by fields, and agricultural land. The core
consists of contiguous one-story mud-brick houses
built along narrow dirt roads. The houses incorpo-
rate a stable for the farm animals. Owning a cow or
a water buffalo represents a high investment, and
since animal theft is feared, farmers are keen to keep
their animals closely supervised. Rooftops are used
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for storage of dung cakes or straw, for ovens and
mud granaries, or to keep chickens or rabbits.

Since the mid-1970s the mud-brick houses
have progressively been replaced by houses made of
fired bricks, and growing population and prosperity
have led to an expansion of the built-up surface of
the village. Red-brick houses are healthier, provide
more amenities, and are more practical for modern
life, though they are more expensive and less
adapted to the climate. People can build them several
stories high, which uses less of the scarce agricul-
tural land.

The money earned by migrants to oil-rich
countries was mainly used to build new houses
based on urban models. Urban Egyptians generally
decried this transformation of the village-scape as a
blind emulation of urban lifestyles, and a change for
the worse in the peasant character. This alarmed
reaction from urban middle-class voices under-
scores an important aspect of rural-urban relations
and perceptions where the ‘‘traditional village’’ is
seen as the locus of authenticity and reservoir of
tradition of the Egyptian nation.

Each village has at least one mosque. The
mosque is communal and public for men. Many of
the mosques are collectively built by the villagers
themselves. Another public space is the guest house,
which is usually a large hall built and used collec-
tively by an extended family. Here mourners receive
condolences, and well-wishers extend congratula-
tions for returning pilgrims. Again, guest houses
represent mainly male space. Churches often in-
clude a space for social gatherings of a family or
religious nature. Both women and men actively
participate in the marketplace. Weekly markets in
big villages or district towns are both a place where
commodities are traded and an important social
arena where people exchange news and maintain
social relationships.

The urban character of the national culture is
most apparent in the two major cities: Cairo and
Alexandria. One aspect of the political culture is a
centralized bureaucracy. This feature manifests it-
self in a huge government building that dominates
Cairo’s main square. This building houses various
government departments that handle bureaucratic
dealings with the public from all over the country.
Government buildings are more functional than
beautiful.

The architecture and layout of Cairo reflect the
various epochs of its history. Very roughly, old
Cairo is the medieval part, the heart of popular
Cairo, and also where the Islamic and Coptic monu-

ments are. The modern city center was built in the
nineteenth century and was modeled after Paris.

Cairo is a continuously expanding city, and nu-
merous squatter settlements are built on the out-
skirts. These squatter areas have poor water and
sewage connections, and lack services such as
schools, clinics, and police.

Urban Egyptians usually live in rented apart-
ments. Individual houses are rare. One of the re-
forms of socialism was to establish a form of rent
control that kept rentals low. Newer apartments,
however, are not under rent control, and rents are
much higher. Some people own apartments in a
condominium-like arrangement. Occasionally an
extended family may own an entire building and
make the apartments available to its members. In
the 1980s and 1990s living conditions in urban
areas improved, albeit unequally, and such ameni-
ties as telephones, television, and air conditioning
became more common. Nationwide 73.5 percent of
households are connected to the potable water sys-
tem, and 95.7 percent to the electrical system.

Egypt is crowded. The built-up areas of villages
have very high population densities. People have
largely accommodated to this forced proximity. In
older parts of Cairo the streets are sinuous with
many dead ends, while in newer parts, where the
building pattern follows the lines of long narrow
fields, the streets are themselves long and narrow.
Despite or because of the crowding, there is segrega-
tion by gender. For example, there are often two
different queues for men and for women, and often
separate cars for women on trains.

Residential and urban areas, as well as agricul-
tural zones, are spreading into the desert. There has
been considerable increase in the use of the coastline,
initially by foreign tourists and now increasingly as
a vacation area for the Egyptian elite. The tradition
of going to the Mediterranean towns in the summer
is older, but now some people are exploring areas
further afield, particularly along the Sinai coast and
on the western shore of the Red Sea.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Eating is an important social
activity, and is central to marking special events and
ceremonial occasions.

The most important food item in daily life is the
bread loaf. In rural areas, bread is usually baked by
women in mud ovens at home. In cities, bread is
sold in bakeries. The standard loaf is strictly regu-
lated by the government in terms of weight and
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People taking the local ferry in Aswān, Egypt.

price, and is one of the very few items that still
receives a state subsidy.

The indigenous cuisine relies heavily on
legumes. The main national dish is foul. This is a
dish of fava beans cooked slowly over low heat and
seasoned with salt, lemon, cumin, and oil. It is usu-
ally eaten for breakfast. Another common dish is
tamiyya or falafel which is made from crushed fava
beans mixed with onions and leeks and fried in oil.
Also popular is koshari, a mixture of rice, black
lentils, and macaroni covered with tomato sauce
and garnished with fried onions. These dishes are
prepared at home, but are also sold in stalls all over
Cairo.

The level of consumption of animal protein de-
pends almost entirely on wealth (and is itself a sign
of wealth). Well-to-do households eat animal pro-
tein (beef, lamb, poultry, or fish) every day. Mus-
lims do not eat pork. Less-affluent families eat ani-
mal protein once a week or even once a month.

Restaurants are widespread all over the coun-
try. They vary from stalls selling traditional street
food to posh restaurants serving international cui-
sine.

One main distinction between traditional, usu-
ally rural, and urban middle-class eating habits

concerns the seating and service of food. In villages,
people sit on a carpet, and food is placed on a very
low round wooden table. Each person has a spoon,
and everyone eats directly from the service dish. In
cities, people sit on chairs around Western-style
dining tables. Each person has his or her own plate,
spoon, fork, and knife. In rural areas, the main meal
is after dark; in the urban areas it is often in late
afternoon after office workers return home.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Several
Muslim feasts are marked by special meals. The ‘Id
al-Adha, which celebrates Abraham’s willingness to
sacrifice his son (who is then miraculously turned
into a ram), requires those who can afford it to
sacrifice a ram. Part of the animal is distributed to
the poor and part consumed by members of the
household.

The ‘Id al-Fitr after the fast of Ramadan is cele-
brated by baking special cookies (kahk) which are
later sprinkled with powdered sugar. These cookies
are usually offered to guests who bring the greet-
ings of the feast.

The Prophet’s Birthday, which marks the birth
of the prophet Muhammad, is celebrated by the
consumption of halawet al-mulid, which is a vari-
ety of sweets cooked with different types of nuts.
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Children are given dolls (girls) or horses (boys)
made entirely of sugar and decorated with colored
paper.

On the eve of both Christmas day and Easter
day, Orthodox Copts break their fast with a variety
of dishes made of beef and poultry. One of the main
food items that marks the feast are cookies similar
to those prepared for the ‘Id al-Fitr. Sham al-Nassim
(Easter Monday) is mainly marked by a breakfast of
salted fish, spring onion, lettuce, and colored eggs,
which is consumed outdoors in gardens and open
areas. This festival is celebrated nationwide in prac-
tically all regions and by all social classes. It is the
ancient Egyptian spring and harvest festival.

Fasting is seen as a spiritual exercise by both
Muslims and Christians. The Muslim fast entails
abstaining from food and drink from sunrise to
sundown, notably during the lunar month of
Ramadan (either twenty-nine or thirty days). Some
particularly devout Muslims also fast on other days
in the Islamic calendar, such as the days celebrating
the birth of the prophet Muhammad or his miracu-
lous ‘‘Night Journey,’’ the days representing the
middle of the lunar month (days thirteen, fourteen,
and fifteen), or each Monday and Thursday. The
result is that nearly half the days in the year can be
considered fasting days by some. Virtually all
Egyptian Muslims fast during Ramadan, while the
voluntary fasts are followed by a smaller number.

The number of days that Egyptian Christians
can theoretically fast is even larger. The number is
variable, but it includes over 200 days a year,
mostly in the periods leading up to Christmas and
Easter, plus the Wednesdays and Fridays of each
week outside the fasting periods. Christian fasting
means avoiding meat, fish, eggs, milk, butter, and
cheese. In the Christian tradition, one theme of
fasting is the domination of the body and of emo-
tions by the mind in order to reach a greater purity.

Basic Economy. About 25 percent of the gross
domestic product comes from industry and about
18 percent from agriculture. The remaining 57 per-
cent includes all other activities, primarily services,
including tourism, and the ‘‘informal sector’’
(small-scale enterprises that often escape govern-
ment supervision). There is also an extensive net-
work of banks and a major construction industry.
A stock market on which about thirty stocks are
traded emerged in the 1990s.

Egypt is a rich agricultural country, with some
of the highest yields per unit of land in the world.
The main crops are cotton, sugarcane, wheat,
maize, and fava beans with substantial areas given

over to fruit orchards (primarily citrus) and to veg-
etables. Livestock (cattle, water buffalo, sheep, and
goats) is also important and some land is used to
grow fodder crops for these animals. There are two
crops a year on average. Individual farmers try to be
self-sufficient in certain crops such as wheat, but on
the whole they market what they grow and procure
their own food also from the market.

Elaborate market networks composed of small-
scale traders purchase food crops and trade them
into the urban areas, or sometimes between rural
areas. On the whole, the marketing sector is charac-
terized by a plethora of small units, although a few
large-scale trading companies operate. Being too
small to bargain on price, farmers have to accept the
trader’s offer.

The main inputs to agriculture are land, water,
and labor. Land is generally owned by private indi-
viduals in small holdings, with an average of about
2.5 acres (1 hectare). From 1952 to 1997 tenancies
were guaranteed (those renting farmland could not
be expelled except under rare conditions), but this
guarantee was repealed in 1997. By that year,
rented land covered about one-sixth of the farm-
land, and tenants tended to be poorer than farmers
who were also owners. Nevertheless, tenants had
learned to treat farmland as if they owned it, and
after 1997 had to adjust to higher rents or the loss
of the land.

Irrigation is central to Egyptian agriculture,
and water is supplied by the government to the
farmer through a network of canals. Payment for
water is indirect, through the land tax paid by the
larger farmers. Water is perceived to be free, and the
government continues to support the policy that
water should be provided free to farmers. Since
farmers must lift the water from the canals to their
fields they do incur a cost.

Farm labor is primarily family labor, based on
the rural family household. The head of this house-
hold mobilizes labor from his family, but may also
hire outside labor from time to time, particularly
for tasks that require a large group working to-
gether. Egyptian agriculture tends to be labor-
intensive and indeed could better be described as
gardening.

Many members of these rural households work
as agricultural laborers or outside agriculture, and
it is probable that many of these households would
not survive without the income from this work.
The most common off-farm sources of income are
government work (as teachers, clerks, or guards),
private business (trucking agricultural goods or
trading), and factory work.
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A man collecting water from the Dakhla Oasis. Payment for water use is indirect, with fees generated as a land tax by
larger farmers.

In Egyptian agriculture, the tasks that can be
done by a tractor (e.g., plowing, hauling) or a water
pump are mechanized. Other tasks (e.g., planting,
weeding, harvesting) are still done by hand. Since
most farmers cannot afford to own machinery,
they rent it as they need it. On the whole, tractors
and pumps are owned by the richer farmers who
rent out their excess capacity.

Major Industries. Egypt is a relatively industrial-
ized country, especially in textiles and garment
manufacture, cement, metal works of various
kinds, and armaments. Various makes of automo-
bile are assembled in Egypt. In the second half of the
twentieth century, many of these industries were
government-owned. At the end of the twentieth
century, they were in the process of being priva-
tized. There are also many small private workshops
producing shoes, door frames, furniture, clothing,
aluminum pots, and similar items for local con-
sumption.

Trade. Egypt tends to import more than it exports.
Imports include consumer goods, including food,
and raw material for industry; exports are largely
agricultural products and services. A major Egyp-
tian export consists of workers who labor outside
the country but who send money back home.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. In Egypt there is an enormous
gap between the very wealthy and the very poor.
The culture also encourages deference of the weak,
poor, or subaltern to the rich and powerful, in
terms of speech, posture, and acquiescence. The
differences among individuals and families in Egypt
can be represented by income level or source of in-
come. They can also be represented in choices of
consumption style—housing, transport, dress, lan-
guage, education, music, and the like. Marriage ne-
gotiations bring all these differences of taste and
income to the forefront. What is less evident in
Egypt is a strong class consciousness that might
turn potential classes into real ones. One finds only
broad and loose categories that are the subject of
much public discussion.

The increasing prosperity of Egypt means that
the middle class is increasing in relative size, while
the gap between the top and the bottom is increas-
ing. One-third of the population is below a poverty
line established by the Egyptian government. The
growing middle class aspires to a home, a car, and
marriage and family life, and increasingly is able to
achieve this.
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POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Egypt has had a republican form of
government since the overthrow of the monarchy
in 1952. The government is headed by a president
elected for six years. The president designates a
prime minister and a council of ministers. The Par-
liament is elected for five years from 222 constit-
uencies, each of which elects one person to represent
workers and peasants and one other. In addition,
the president nominates up to ten others to provide
representation to groups that might not otherwise
be represented in Parliament. In recent years this has
allowed the president to nominate leaders of parties
that did not win any seats; Christians, who are
rarely elected; and women. In addition, there is a
kind of upper house, the Consultative Council,
which is two-thirds elected and one-third
appointed, and which is supposed to provide for
more reflective debate on fundamental issues.
Through the minister of interior, the president also
names governors for the twenty-six governorates
of Egypt. Elected councils function at the local level.

Egypt is a ‘‘dominant party’’ system in which
one party regularly controls an enormous majority
in Parliament. This dominant party is the National
Democratic Party (NDP), which represents the po-
litical establishment. There are fourteen other par-
ties, only a few of which have ever been represented
in Parliament. These include the Wafd party, heir to
the tradition of the struggle for national indepen-
dence in the 1920s and 1930s, and with a pro-
capitalist orientation; the Socialist Labor Party,
heavily dominated by Islamic-oriented leaders; the
Progressive Party, heir to the Egyptian leftist tradi-
tion; and the Liberal Party.

Relatively few women are elected to Parliament,
though there are always some. In the late 1970s
seats were set aside for women, and this increased
their number, but this provision was later ruled
unconstitutional. Usually there are a few women
ministers. One of the key roles for women in the
current political system is the role of the wife of the
president. The current ‘‘first lady’’ has taken on a
role of organizing campaigns for literacy and health
in support of the government’s policies.

The extraparliamentary opposition is the Is-
lamic movement, which is not a single movement.
Since specifically religious parties, Muslim or Chris-
tian, are prohibited, politically active Muslim mili-
tants must either join another party, which many
do, or remain outside the formal process, which
others do. There is a sense in which the main politi-
cal struggle in Egypt is between the secularists of
the NDP, linked to the world of business and the

high administration, and the values represented by
one or another version of the Islamic trend, repre-
senting the ‘‘opposition.’’

In villages and urban neighborhoods there are
elected councils that manage zoning, garbage collec-
tion, and some public-interest construction, such as
a new water system. These local councils work in
tandem with local representatives of the different
ministries (such as interior, health, or agriculture)
to carry out their tasks.

Social Problems and Control. Street crime is rela-
tively rare in Egypt. Most crimes reported in the
press are either family dramas or con games of one
kind or another. Drugs are illegal, though present,
in Egypt, and the users tend to be discreet.

Despite the visible presence of traffic police and
police guards in areas where there are foreigners,
there are also large areas of Cairo, and many vil-
lages, with no police presence at all. People are thus
thrown back on their own resources to settle dis-
putes, and there are well-known techniques of in-
tervention (to break up fistfights) and of mediation
for more complicated disputes. Even the police often
act as mediators rather than prosecutors. In rural
Upper Egypt in particular, disputes between ex-
tended families over property and power can de-
velop into feuds.

Social control appears to be maintained by a
combination of strong values, expressed as Islamic,
and by the constant presence of witnesses due to
crowded streets and apartments. Anonymity in
large Egyptian cities, let alone in villages, is nearly
impossible. Perhaps another way to express the
same point is to say that Cairo is a village of fifteen
million people.

Military Activity. Egypt fought many wars in the
second half of the twentieth century, mostly with
Israel: around the creation of Israel in 1947–1949;
over the nationalization of the Suez Canal Company
and the ‘‘tripartite aggression’’ of Israel, France, and
the United Kingdom in 1956; the Six-Day War in
1967; the war of attrition in the early 1970s; and
the October War of 1973. In addition, Egypt was
involved in the Yemeni civil war in the 1960s, when
Saudi Arabia was involved on the other side, and
contributed troops to the allies who confronted Iraq
over the invasion of Kuwait in 1990–1991. Egypt
suffered considerable loss of life in the wars with
Israel between 1947 and 1973, so the situation since
then seems more peaceful.
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SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Egyptian citizens are entitled to free education and
health care, in addition to employment guarantees
for graduates. Services are poor, however, and there
are many hidden costs, such as time spent waiting.
The transition from socialism to the market system
has left the majority of the population without a
real safety net. Part of the social policy includes
efforts to restructure welfare, and to help unem-
ployed youth set up their own businesses. Attempts
are underway to establish national health insurance
and social security systems.

Nongovernment efforts in the area of wel-
fare are sporadic. There is an increasing return to
philanthropy in a traditional sense of charity
and patronage, in addition to some community-
based foundations and associations that provide
services.

Islamist groups have been active in providing
services in poor areas, particularly in health care
and educational services. This was the main source
for their popularity in the past decade. With gov-
ernment restrictions on Islamist groups, however,
such activity has been considerably curtailed.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Egypt has a long tradition of voluntary associa-
tions. Currently there are over fourteen thousand
associations, most of which are devoted to chari-
table purposes. They are mostly small and local,
and none has a mass membership. After 1964, the
associations were governed by a law that stipu-
lated fairly close governmental control. A new law
allowing somewhat more flexibility was passed in
1999 but was declared unconstitutional a year
later, so the older law continues to apply. This
law was contested by many environmental and
human rights associations, because it appeared to
prevent them from taking political positions.

The main national associations are the pro-
fessional syndicates for doctors, lawyers, teach-
ers, agricultural officials, and others. They lobby
for their members, and also sometimes play a
role on the political scene. Their internal politics
tends to be a reflection of national politics, with
the main competition between the NDP and the
Islamists. The professional syndicates are also
governed by restrictive laws, and are periodically
suspended by the government for infringing these
restrictions.

People wait outside a spice shop in Khan el-Khalili. Business
queues are often separated by gender.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Household work
and child rearing are almost exclusively women’s
responsibility. Women also contribute significantly
to productive work outside the home, especially in
cities. But since the majority of women work in the
informal sector, the size of their contribution is
often underestimated. In rural areas, women work
in the fields in most regions. In addition, women’s
household responsibilities in villages involve many
productive and profitable activities, although they
are not generally recognized as ‘‘work.’’ These ac-
tivities include caring for animals and processing
dairy products. Women may also take part in some
stages of preparing crops for market.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. In gen-
eral, men and women have equal legal rights. But
equality is not determined only by law. For exam-
ple, the principle of equal pay applies only in the
formal sector. Women working in the informal
sector are often paid less than men. Women do not
have the same legal rights as men in the domain of
personal status (marriage, divorce, child custody).
Only Egyptian men have the right to pass on Egyp-
tian nationality to their children. Various feminist
and human rights groups, however, are active in

E G Y P T

6 8 3



promoting legal change in areas of discrimination
against women.

At home men have more power than women,
and are supposed to make the major decisions. Nev-
ertheless, women have much influence and infor-
mal power.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. One of the critical decisions a woman
can make is the choice of marriage partner. The
pattern here is one of negotiation among the mem-
bers of her family about whom she will marry. She
is a participant, and must in some sense agree, but
many others are involved, including matchmakers.
Similarly a young man may find constraints on his
choice of marriage partner.

The trend is for marriage partners to be increas-
ingly more like one another in age and level of
education. The old hierarchical marriage is giving
way to a companionate marriage, especially in the
urban middle classes. Marriage to cousins, how-
ever, remains frequent, accounting for 39 percent of
marriages in a 1995 sample. Since premarital sex is
rare, the pressure to marry is high, and almost
everyone marries.

The actual marriage ceremony is distinct from
the legal contract of marriage. It is a major event in
the lives of all involved. The young couple must
prepare a place to live, while at the same time seeing
that the often considerable costs of the ceremony
are covered. People spend as much as they can, if not
more, on a marriage, and in the upper classes, the
sky is the limit.

Polygyny (having more than one wife) among
Muslims is rare, and declining. Around 5 percent of
Muslim men have more than one wife, and most of
them only two. A polygynous man usually main-
tains two households. Divorce is formally easy
though families try to reconcile the partners. The
rate of divorce is declining, while the absolute num-
ber is increasing. When a divorced couple has chil-
dren, the mother retains custody only while they
are young. The father may then claim them. Copts
recognize neither polygyny nor divorce.

An important signal of family identity is the
personal name. Egyptians frequently do not have
‘‘family’’ names in the current Western sense of a
last name that is shared by all members of an ex-
tended family. Instead, each person has a given
name, followed by the given names of his or her
father, grandfather, and so on. For legal purposes
one’s name is usually ‘‘given name, father’s name,
grandfather’s name,’’ resulting in three given

names (e.g., Hassan Ali Abdallah). Thus one carries
one’s paternal lineage and one’s status in one’s
name. In certain parts of rural Egypt, where geneal-
ogy is important, people learn to recite a long list of
paternal ancestors. Muslim men are likely to have
religious names but some have secular names.
Christians may carry the names of saints, or may
be given names that are Arabic rather than reli-
gious. Women also have religious names but some-
times have more fanciful ones, including names of
foreign origin. Women often do not change their
names upon marriage.

Domestic Unit. Although most households now
are organized around a nuclear family, there are
some extended family households. Marriage was
historically patrilocal (brides moved to the house-
hold of the husband), though in cities the young
couple often establishes a new residence, at least
after a couple of years. Even when residence is not
shared, extensive kin ties are maintained through
frequent family gatherings. Authority tends to be
patriarchal, with the senior male in the household
generally given the last word and otherwise ex-
pecting deference. Wives, for instance, often are re-
luctant to assert that they have any serious inde-
pendent power to make decisions.

Inheritance. Islamic law requires partible inheri-
tance. The property of a dead person must be di-
vided among the heirs, usually children and survi-
ving spouse. Male heirs are favored over female
heirs by receiving a share that is twice as large.
Moreover, any group of heirs should include a male,
even if that means tracking down a distant cousin.
A person may not dispose of more than one-third of
his or her estate by will, and may not even use this
provision to favor one legal heir over another. In
other words, a person cannot will this one-third to
one son at the expense of another, but could will it
to a charity or a nonrelative. Use of this provision is
rare, as people accept the Islamic rules and prefer to
keep property in the family. Arrangements among
heirs, particularly brothers and sisters, however,
may result in a different outcome. For instance, a
father may set up his daughter in marriage in lieu of
an eventual inheritance.

Kin Groups. Egyptian kinship is patrilineal, with
individuals tracing their descent through their fa-
thers.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. In all parts of
Egypt and among all social classes, having children
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is considered the greatest blessing of all. Caring for
children is primarily the women’s responsibility.
Many Egyptian women (both Copt and Muslim)
abide by the Koranic directive to breast-feed children
for two years. Grandparents and other members of
the extended family play an active role in bringing
up children.

There is a general preference for boys over girls,
although in infancy and early childhood children of
both sexes are treated with equal love and care. The
preference to have at least one son is related to the
desire to have an heir, and so provide continuity
from father to son.

Education is highly valued in Egypt, and fami-
lies invest a lot in that area. Even low-income fami-
lies try to educate their children as much as possible.
Education, especially having a university degree, is
considered an important avenue for social mobility.
But many families cannot afford to educate their
children beyond the elementary level. In addition,
many children have to work at an early age to help
support their families.

ETIQUETTE

Public modesty in dress and deportment is highly
valued in Egypt. There is a form of dress code that
affects women more than men, and that requires
clothing that covers all the body but the hands and
face. For women, this most visibly means wearing a
head scarf that covers the hair and ears and is
pinned under the chin, though there are many other
styles ranging from simply covering the hair to
covering the entire face. This is the sense in which
veiling exists in Egypt, but the situation is volatile,
with a good deal of variety. Many women do not
veil at all. What is proper, or required, or necessary,
is hotly debated in contemporary Egypt. The moti-
vations for veiling are numerous, and range from
those who accept that this is a requirement of Islam
to those who cover themselves essentially to satisfy
their relatives, male and female. Men are also en-
joined to dress modestly, but the changes are not as
striking, involving for instance loose trousers and
long sleeves. For both men and women, the princi-
ple is that clothes should disguise the shape of the
body.

Another rule of etiquette is that greetings must
precede all forms of social interaction. A person
joining any kind of group, even of strangers, is
expected to greet those already present. In less anon-
ymous situations handshakes are due. Embracing is
also common as a form of greeting, usually among
members of the same sex.

People are generally addressed by their given
name, often preceded by a title of some kind (‘am, or
uncle, is the all-purpose title for men; others include
hajj for a pilgrim returned from Mecca or simply for
an older man, duktor for a person with a doctorate,
and muhandis for an engineer). To address someone
by name alone is impolite.

One important rule of etiquette is to treat guests
cordially and hospitably. An offering, usually tea or
a soft drink, is the least a visitor expects. The first
drink is sometimes called a ‘‘greeting.’’ Cigarettes
are often also offered as hospitality. In rural areas,
some people avoid visiting those they consider to be
of lower status than themselves. From this point of
view, visits are always ‘‘up,’’ and hospitality is
always ‘‘down,’’ i.e., the higher-status host pro-
vides hospitality for the lower-status guest.

In general, young defer to old and women to
men. Members of the younger generation are expec-
ted to show signs of respect and not to challenge
their seniors and must use the special terms of ad-
dress for aunts, uncles, and grandparents, as well as
for older nonrelatives. Juniors should not raise their
voices to elders, nor should they remain seated
while an older person is standing up. With increas-
ing disparities between classes and the spread of pa-
tronage ties, there is an inflation in deferential terms
of address. This includes the resurgence in the use of
terms that were previously official titles but were
abolished after 1952, such as Pasha and Bey.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Egypt is a country of ‘‘everyday
piety.’’ The central belief in Islam is in the oneness of
God, whose truths were revealed through the
prophet Muhammad. The statement of this basic
profession of faith is one of the five pillars of the
religion. The other four are the Ramadan fast, the
pilgrimage to Mecca, the five daily prayers, and the
giving of alms. For many Muslims these five pillars
sum up the belief system and indicate the practices.
Egyptians frequently invoke the notion of God and
his power. Any statement about the future, for
instance, is likely to contain the injunction, ‘‘God
willing,’’ showing that the ultimate determination
of the intention is up to God.

In Egypt, there are other possible elaborations.
For some, who focus on God as all-powerful, reli-
gious practice involves seeking God’s help in over-
coming problems and seeking favorable outcomes,
for instance, with regard to recovery from disease
or misfortune. Around this notion has grown up a
series of practices involving visits to shrines, often
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The Egyptian Museum in Cairo features artifacts from the tombs of pharaohs.

where individuals believed to be beloved of God are
buried, to seek their intercession with God. Fore-
most among these shrines are those in Cairo associ-
ated with the family of the prophet Muhammad.
But every village and town has such shrines, whose
importance varies. This form of religion is often
attacked by religious purists who argue that to give
such importance to these ‘‘saints’’ undercuts the
oneness of God.

Also very common in Egypt are associations of
mystics (Sufi brotherhoods). These male-dominated
groups are under the leadership of a shaykh, or a
hierarchy of shaykhs, devoted to helping their
members attain a mystical experience of union with
God. This mystical experience is often attained
through collective rituals, proper to each order,
called zikr. There are nearly one hundred officially
recognized associations, plus numerous unrecog-
nized ones, and they claim around six million mem-
bers (about one third of the adult male population).

Current mainstream practice in Egypt is to fo-
cus on the core beliefs of Islam, and to be concerned
with learning the ‘‘law’’ of Islam, the particular
details of everyday life that believing Muslims must
follow to be in accord with God’s will as interpreted
by specialists. The authority here is the word of God
as found in the Koran. The prayer leader (imam) can
be anyone in religious good standing, although es-

tablished mosques usually have a regular imam.
The Friday sermon is said by a khatib, many of
whom are trained in religious institutes. There have
been debates over whether women can play these
roles, especially that of a teacher of religion to
women and girls.

The two top religious leaders in Egyptian Islam
are the Shaykh al-Azhar, who heads the religious
bureaucracy, and the Grand Mufti, who offers au-
thoritative interpretations of the Koran. The indi-
viduals in these posts have been known to take
different positions on some issues.

The two main Muslim religious holidays are the
feast following Ramadan, the fasting month, and
‘Id al-Adha, which corresponds to the Muslim pil-
grimage to Mecca. The Ramadan holiday comes af-
ter a month of fasting and family visits and people
usually just rest. The ‘Id al-Adha celebrates Abra-
ham’s willingness to sacrifice his son, who then
miraculously turned into a ram, so that most fami-
lies try to sacrifice a ram on this day. Other religious
holidays include Moulid an-Nabi, commemorating
the birth of the prophet Muhammad, which is espe-
cially important for sufis; and Islamic New Year,
the first day of the month of Moharram.

In Islam, Friday is the day of the main congre-
gational prayer, and marks a break in the work-
week without being a ‘‘day of rest’’ in the formal
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sense. In contemporary Egypt, the two-day week-
end is Friday and Saturday. The regular work and
school week is thus Sunday through Thursday, al-
though some also work on Saturday. Christians
who work on this schedule attend church in the
evenings, and make use of Friday for major gather-
ings.

The Coptic Orthodox Church is the descendant
of the churches associated with the early Christian
Patriarchate of Alexandria. It is the main Christian
church in Egypt. Its theology is monophysite, hold-
ing that in Jesus Christ there is only one nature,
both human and divine. The Coptic church is
headed by a patriarch and supported by bishops and
parish priests. Monasticism is also central to the
Coptic church, and the patriarch comes from the
ranks of the monks rather than the priests. When a
patriarch dies, his successor is chosen by lot (i.e., by
God) from a small number of candidates who have
survived a vetting process. The monasteries also
serve as pilgrimage and retreat centers for Copts.
Currently the Virgin Mary is revered, and many
churches are dedicated to her.

The two main Christian holidays are the Christ-
mas season and the Easter season. Minor holidays
include some that are extensions of these seasons
such as ‘Id al-Ghattas (Epiphany), the baptism of
Christ, Palm Sunday, and some associated with the
Virgin Mary (Ascension, in mid-August, is a main
one).

In most aspects of life apart from religion,
Egyptian Muslims and Christians are indistinguish-
able. Everyday devotion is common among both,
and many religious values are shared at a general
level. The attentive observer can sometimes note
marks of distinction: ‘‘Islamic’’ dress marks Mus-
lim women; both men and women among Chris-
tians may have a cross tattooed on the inside of the
right wrist; names are often but not always indica-
tive. For most people, most of the time, the distinc-
tion is not relevant. But every so often there are
individuals on one side or the other who stress the
difference and claim or practice some form of dis-
crimination or injustice. Such speech rarely leads to
more violent action. Nonetheless, the boundary is
maintained and both groups discourage or prohibit
intermarriage and conversion. Muslims and Chris-
tians are not residentially segregated; instead, there
are clusters of Christians scattered among a Muslim
majority. In modern times, the presence of both
Muslims and Christians has impeded the drive to
define Egypt as a Muslim country and thus at least
indirectly has favored secularism.

Rituals and Holy Places. Rituals marking the
different stages of life are also an important area of
religious practice, and one that is largely shared by
Muslims and Christians. Egyptians celebrate a
naming ceremony normally one week after a baby’s
birth; this is a mixture of Islamic (or Coptic) and
‘‘traditional’’ elements, and is basically a family cel-
ebration to incorporate the newborn into the fam-
ily. All boys are circumcised, generally as infants,
and girls are usually also ‘‘circumcised’’ before they
reach puberty. (Although the form of female genital
mutilation varies, surveys suggest that about 97
percent of Egyptian females, both Christians and
Muslims, are affected.) Marriage is a major focus of
Egyptian culture. For Muslims it is considered a
contract the signing of which is later followed by a
family celebration; for Christians the sacrament
takes place in a church, usually followed the same
day by a family celebration.

Death and the Afterlife. After a death, both Mus-
lims and Christians try to bury the body the same
day. Condolences are paid immediately, and again
after forty days and after a year. The Islamic condo-
lence sessions are often marked by Koran reading.
Both Muslims and Christians believe in the soul,
distinguishing it from other noncorporeal aspects of
the person such as the double, the brother/sister,
and the ghost. The ‘‘soul’’ exists before birth and
after death, while some of the other aspects disap-
pear with death or only appear at death.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Health care in Egypt occupies a central place both in
people’s concerns and in state priorities. There is an
extensive network of public hospitals in major
towns and cities all over the country. There is a
health unit offering basic medical services in practi-
cally every village. The standard of the medical ser-
vice is variable, however, and people often find they
have to obtain treatment in private hospitals and
clinics. Among more affluent sectors of urban
Egypt, people seek out alternative treatments such
as homeopathy.

Egyptians tend to combine the modern health
system with traditional practices. In villages, the
midwife, for example, plays a key role not just
during childbirth and the related ceremonial activi-
ties, but also in providing general medical advice to
women. There are other traditional health practi-
tioners, such as seers and spirit healers. The zar
ceremony marks a form of spirit possession cult
that establishes a relationship between an afflicted
person and the spirits afflicting him or her. This

E G Y P T

6 8 7



Egyptians at a festival in Cairo. Many public Egyptian holidays mark important events in the recent political history of
the country.

relationship must be periodically reaffirmed, with
the help of specialists.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The main public holidays are: 25 April, Sinai Libera-
tion Day, which marks the recovery of the Sinai
Peninsula in 1982; 1 May, International Labor Day;
23 July, which commemorates the revolution of
1952; and 6 October, Armed Forces Day, which
marks the day in 1973 when the Egyptian army
crossed the Suez Canal, surprising the Israeli army
and scoring a minor military victory that, through
later diplomacy, would lead to the return of Sinai to
Egypt.

Labor Day in Egypt as elsewhere is used to
salute the working class. The others mark impor-
tant events in the recent political history of the
country. All are official affairs, with little popular
celebration.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Literature. Nobel Prize-winning author Naguib
Mahfouz (b. 1911) is the best known of the many
novelists, poets, and short-story writers whose

works have been widely read and translated. Folk
tales and folk epics survive but are not robust.

Graphic Arts. Painters are largely self-supporting
through the sale of their paintings. There are many
art galleries mostly concentrated in Cairo, and the
acquisition of paintings has always been a sign of
good taste and distinction among members of afflu-
ent social groups. Folk painting of house walls is
well-known in rural Egypt.

Performance Arts. The Egyptian film industry is
one of the oldest in the world. Film production is at
once an art, an industry, and a trade. Egyptian films
and television dramas are avidly consumed not just
in Egypt but all over the Arab world. They range
from tacky melodramas to internationally ac-
claimed, award-winning films of high artistic
value. Film production is now almost exclusively in
the private sector.

The most famous Egyptian singer was Umm
Kalthum (d. 1975), whose songs are still broadcast
all over the Arab world. Some more recent singers
have also had considerable popularity inside and
outside the country. There is also a Cairo Sym-
phony Orchestra, a Cairo Opera Ballet, and other
troupes producing classical music and dance.
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THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

There are thirteen government universities, some of
which have multiple branches, enrolling about one
million students. The much smaller American Uni-
versity in Cairo is an old private university, and
there are several new ones.

In general, the physical and social sciences are
confined to academic departments of the various
universities, and to state-sponsored research cen-
ters. There is now an increasing tendency to link
scientific knowledge to social and economic de-
mands, by emphasizing the ‘‘relevance’’ of such
knowledge. Thus, the new Mubarak City for Scien-
tists, which contains one institute for information
technology and another for genetics, caters to the
demands of industry. The need for research and
development is accepted but the realization is more
difficult.

The main university subjects took shape at
Cairo University in the 1920s. Economics is proba-
bly the best developed of the social sciences, and
political science and psychology are making prog-
ress. Sociology was founded at Cairo in 1925 and is
now found in most universities.

The main centers for anthropology are Alexan-
dria and the American University in Cairo. Anthro-
pology is dominated by efforts to come to grips
with contemporary patterns of change, often under
the heading of development. The main thrust of
anthropology in Egypt is not to improve cross-
cultural understanding but instead to foster Egyp-
tian development. There are few positions in
anthropology, so most trained anthropologists
gradually become generalists in development.
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CULTURE NAME

Salvadoran

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Salvadorean, Guanaco, salvadoreño

ORIENTATION

Identification. El Salvador ‘‘the Savior,’’ was
named by Spanish conquistadors. Guanaco, a type
of bird, is a slightly derogative nickname used by
other Central Americans and some Salvadorans.

Location and Geography. El Salvador is a country
of 8,260 square miles (21,040 square kilometers) in
Central America, between Guatemala and Hondu-
ras. Mountains separate the country into the south-
ern coastal belt, the central valleys and plateaus,
and the northern mountains. These regions have
created slight cultural variations because of the dif-
ferent crops grown in each one. Coffee grown in the
mountains and cane grown on the coast provide the
rural population with paid labor; in the central val-
leys, corn and beans are grown for private con-
sumption and for sale. Most industry is in the cen-
ter, where the capital, San Salvador, is located.
Other large cities include San Miguel in the east and
Santa Ana in the west.

Demography. In 1999 the population was esti-
mated to be 5,839,079, making El Salvador one of
the most densely populated countries in the West-
ern Hemisphere. Over a million persons have mi-
grated, starting in the early 1980s during a civil
war. Legal and illegal emigration has continued at a
high rate since the end of the civil war in 1992.

Linguistic Affiliation. Almost all residents speak
Spanish, which was brought in by the con-
quistadors. Before the Spanish conquest, the area
was inhabited by the Pipil Indians. Very few Salva-
dorans now speak the indigenous language, which

virtually disappeared after 1932, when General
Maximilio Hernández Martı́nez suppressed rural re-
sistance by massacring 30,000 mostly Indian rural
peasants. Those who survived la Matanza (‘‘the
massacre’’) hid their Indian identity by changing
their dress and speaking only Spanish. Some rem-
nants of the Pipil language remain in everyday Sal-
vadoran Spanish.

Symbolism. The flag consists of two blue horizon-
tal stripes with a white stripe in the middle. In the
center is a coat of arms inscribed ‘‘1821,’’ the year
of independence. Salvadorans in the United States
often have plaques that contain the flag, as a sym-
bol of national pride. Since independence, the blue in
the flag has symbolized support for the ruling oli-
garchy, while the red has symbolized support for
communism or resistance. Conservative political
parties use blue in their banners; a liberal party, the
Farabunda Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN),
uses red and centralist parties use blue or green.
During the civil war, both sides sang the national
hymn.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Before the Spanish con-
quest, the area that is now El Salvador was made up
of two large Indian states and several principalities.
Most of the area was inhabited by the Pipil. Spain’s
first attempt to conquer the area failed as the Pipil
forced Spanish troops to retreat. In 1525, the dis-
trict fell under the control of the Captaincy General
of Guatemala, a colony of Spain, which retained
authority until independence in 1821. During the
colonial period, the Spaniards replaced the commu-
nal property of the indigenous population with a
system of private property. The encomienda system
obliged Indians to work for the Spanish in order to
pay a large tax. At the top of the colonial hierarchy
were the Peninsulares, Spaniards born in Spain. Un-
der them were the criollos, Spaniards born in the
Americas. The mestizos were people of mixed Span-
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ish and indigenous descent, who had some rights
but could not hold private property. The indigenous
peoples were exploited and mistreated.

Independence from Spain (1821) was sought by
criollos who were inspired by the American and
French revolutions. They gained support from the
Indians and landless peasants by promising to end
the abuses committed by landowners. After the
revolution, Indians and peasants remained impov-
erished and largely without land or legal rights.

When the Central American provinces were
joined with Mexico in 1822, El Salvador insisted on
the autonomy of the Central American countries.
Guatemalan troops that were sent to enforce the
union were forced out in June 1822. In 1823, José
Manuel Arce’s army was defeated by the Mexicans.
However, in February of that year, a revolution in
Mexico ousted the emperor, and a new congress
granted independence to the Central American prov-
inces. That year the United Provinces of Central
America were formed from five Central American
countries. When that federation dissolved in 1838,
El Salvador became an independent republic.

The first decades of independence saw uprisings
by poor mestizos and Indians to protest their impov-
erishment and marginalization. Before the culti-
vation of coffee was introduced in the late nine-
teenth century, indigo was the principal export
crop. In 1833, an Indian rebellion of indigo sowers
and cutters led by Anastasio Aquino demanded dis-
tribution of land to the poor and the just application
of the penal laws, the only laws applied to the poor.
The rebellion was crushed by the government.
Thousands of rural peasants were displaced as new
laws incorporated their lands into large ‘‘modern’’
coffee plantations where peasants were forced to
work for very low wages. This created a coffee
oligarchy made up of fourteen families. The econ-
omy is still controlled by a wealthy landowning
caste (1 percent of the population still owns 40 per-
cent of the arable land).

The civil war in the 1980s led to a huge popula-
tion upheaval, with up to 40 percent of the popula-
tion relocating and close to 20 percent leaving the
country. Estimates of deaths in the twelve years of
civil war have reached 80,000, including twelve
thousand civilians killed in 1981. In 1982, muti-
lation killings, particularly decapitations, of adults
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Motor vehicles, bicycles, and pedestrians crowd a busy street in downtown San Salvador.

and children were used as mechanisms of social
terror.

Much of that repression was in response to the
political organization of the people in the 1960s and
1970s as workers, peasants, women, students, and
shanty town dwellers developed organizations to
demand political and economic rights. Many politi-
cal activists felt that ‘‘legal’’ political organizing
would not lead to political change and began orga-
nizing the clandestine guerrilla units that formed
the nucleus of the FMLN in 1980. By 1979 the
FMLN was perceived as a threat by the military
dictatorship.

A new spirit of activism emerged within the
Catholic Church. Rural peasants and church work-
ers formed Christian ‘‘base communities’’ and agri-
cultural cooperatives in the 1960s and 1970s. Pro-
gressive priests and nuns formed Bible study groups
in which peasants reflected on local conditions in
light of biblical texts. This organizing was consid-
ered communist and subversive and became a target
of government repression.

A group of young officers staged a military
coup and formed a cabinet consisting of civilians
from a wide spectrum of political parties. However,
the military and the oligarchy frustrated attempts
at change. Three more juntas followed, but each

was incapable of implementing reform and
stopping atrocities.

In 1980, the archbishop of San Salvador, Oscar
Romero, who had become a forceful critic of mili-
tary oppression, was assassinated while saying
Mass. This led many people in the base Christian
communities and political organizations to turn to
armed resistance. Five revolutionary armies joined
together to form the FMLN.

In November 1989, the FMLN launched a
bloody nationwide offensive, taking parts of the
capital. International coverage of the offensive in-
creased the pressure for a negotiated settlement to
the conflict. On 31 December 1991, the government
and the FMLN signed an agreement under the aus-
pices of the United Nations, and a cease-fire took
effect in 1992. The peace accords called for military
reforms including a reduction in the size of the
military, a new armed forces doctrine stressing
democratic values and prohibiting an internal secu-
rity role, and the banning of paramilitary groups.
The National Civilian Police was established to re-
place the repressive National Police. Judicial,
electoral, and social reforms included land reform
and government-financed loans for land purchases.

Ideological polarization between the two sides
in the conflict has made reconciliation difficult, and
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the government has failed to prosecute human
rights abusers, or address the social injustices.
Many Salvadorans, especially rural peasants, do not
trust the nation’s political leaders.

National Identity. Salvadoran national identity is
comprised of a mix of indigenous and Spanish influ-
ences expressed in food, language, customs, and
religious beliefs.

Ethnic Relations. Indians were at the bottom of
the social hierarchy in colonial times and subject to
massacre and exploitation well into the twentieth
century. Ninety-seven percent of the population in
El Salvador is now ‘‘mestizo.’’ However, those who
have more indigenous features suffer some discrim-
ination and are referred to by the derogatory terms
‘‘indios’’ (Indians) or ‘‘negros’’ (blacks).

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Rural houses are typically made of adobe, with a
large front porch (corredor) where people spend
most of their time when at home. The insides of
houses are used mainly for sleeping and storage,
and families of seven or eight people may live in one
or two small rooms. Urban houses built during the
colonial period typically have outdoor space in the
middle of the house, making family life more pri-
vate. Modern urban middle-class and upper-class
houses often have a small garden in front instead of
in the middle, with the house and garden sur-
rounded by a large wall that often is topped by
barbed wire and glass. These houses often cannot be
seen from the street. This type of architecture was
used in the 1970s for security reasons. Houses for
the lower classes are often less protected, with en-
trances onto the street. Many of the poorest families
have houses made of discarded materials such as
cardboard and sheet metal.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Corn is the staple of the diet
and is most often made into thick tortillas that are
eaten at every meal and also are served as tamales
and in a thick corn drink called atol. Small red beans
are the other staple. A variety of fruits and vegeta-
bles are eaten, including mango, papaya, tamarind,
oranges, bananas, watermelon, cucumber, pacayao,
lettuce, tomatoes, and radish. Salvadorans also eat
rice, eggs, chicken, pork, beef, fish and seafood, and
some game. Coffee is the most common drink,
along with highly sugared fruit drinks. Elotes (new

corn) are eaten in September before the corn
hardens. Restaurants are most often cafeterias, com-
edores, where food is ordered from a menu near the
kitchen or a buffet table and waitresses bring the
food to the table. There are fast food restaurants in
the cities which are more expensive, and expensive
restaurants where food is ordered from a menu at
the table.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions.
Tamales are often eaten on special occasions, as is
chumpe, turkey stewed in a sauce.

Basic Economy. Corn, beans, and rice, are among
the principal crops, but El Salvador relies on the
importation of these staples.

Land Tenure and Property. The land reform
started in the early 1980s transferred land to former
combatants who were mostly the rural poor. The
purchase of land was financed by a United States-
assisted land bank. However, many people find it
difficult to sustain their families on small plots of
infertile land.

Commercial Activities. Major commercial activi-
ties include shoe and textile production.

Major Industries. Major industries include food
processing, beverages, petroleum, chemicals, fertil-
izer, textiles, furniture, and light metals.

Trade. El Salvador is a large exporter of agricul-
tural products, but exports of sugarcane, cotton,
and coffee have declined. The nation exports only
half the quantity of goods it imports. Traditional
exports include coffee, sugarcane, and shrimp.
Nontraditional crops include manufactured goods,
principally shoes and textiles. Textiles produced in
maquilas (foreign-owned sweatshops) have re-
placed coffee as the leading export. However, dollars
sent from Salvadorans in the United States to their
families provide more income than do any exports.

Division of Labor. Professional jobs, including ele-
mentary school teaching, require a university edu-
cation and are limited mainly to the middle and
upper classes. Clerical or technical jobs usually re-
quire a high school diploma, which is received by
only a small percentage of the population. Semi-
skilled jobs such as construction and plumbing gen-
erally require a period of apprenticeship but not of
formal study. Access to education corresponds to
the possession of wealth, and poor families are often
limited to unskilled positions in industry, agricul-
ture, and small businesses. Others are employed in
the informal economy selling candy, fruit, or ta-
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A modern sculpture in front of a building in San Salvador. The Salvadoran capital features a mix of modern amenities and
extreme poverty.

males on the streets and at bus stops. The majority
of working women are employed in the informal
sector, along with many children.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. About half the population
lives below the national poverty line, able to buy
food but not clothing and medicine. Over half of
these families live in a situation of extreme poverty.
Forty-seven percent of the population does not have
access to clean water.

The difference between the incomes of the most
wealthy and the poorest are extreme and increasing.
The poorest 20 percent receive only 2 percent of the
national income, whereas the richest 20 percent re-
ceive 66 percent. The distinction between the rich
and poor is no longer ethnic, as the vast majority of
the population is now mestizo (about 97 percent).

Symbols of Social Stratification. The rich have
more access to American goods and typically dress
like Americans. They also have access to education
at home and abroad and often speak English, as well
as a more grammatical form of Spanish.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The constitution provides for a rep-
resentative government with three independent
branches: executive, legislative, and judicial. The
president is popularly elected and must receive a
majority of the vote. The president is limited to a
single five-year term but exercises significant au-
thority in appointing a cabinet with the advice and
consent of the assembly. This assembly has one
chamber of eighty-four popularly elected deputies
who serve three-year terms and may be reelected.
The supreme court is the highest court of appeals,
with other civil and criminal courts in each of the
fourteen departments.

Leadership and Political Officials. Political par-
ties include those of the extreme right, the left, and
more central parties. The Partido Alianza Republi-
cana Nacionalista (ARENA), founded in 1981, was
associated with the death squads. It continues to
have enormous influence. The party has moved
from the extreme right to supporting neoliberal
structural adjustment policies since the war. More
extreme members of ARENA have joined the Partido
de Conciliación Nacional (PCN), which was founded
in 1961.
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People washing clothes in a lagoon. About half the population of El Salvador lives below the national poverty line.

The FMLN formed a political party after dis-
arming at the end of the war. It has gained political
ground since the end of the war, winning a majority
of Assembly seats and the mayor’s office in San
Salvador in 1997. The FMLN is considered a socialist
alternative to ARENA, which is seen as protecting
the interests of the rich. There has been internal
dissent within the FMLN.

The Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC), which
was formed in 1960, failed to address human rights
atrocities. Other parties include the Partido Conver-
gencia Democrática, founded in 1993; the Partido
Liberal Democrático, founded in 1994; the Partido
Popular Laborista, founded in 1997; and the Partido
Unión Social Cristiano, founded in 1997.

Social Problems and Control. The number of vio-
lent deaths resulting from crime in 1996 was
greater than the number of deaths resulting from
the conflict during any year of the civil war. In that
same year, the murder rates in some parts of the
country were among the highest in the Western
Hemisphere. Many crime victims do not report
crimes to the authorities because of continuing mis-
trust of the courts and police. The National Civilian
Police have poorly trained officers and few resources
to investigate crimes. Corrupt courts release crimi-
nals, who then seek revenge on those who reported

them to the police. Vigilante groups have formed to
fight crime by assassinating criminals. Most resi-
dents feel that these groups bear a strong resem-
blance to the former death squads.

Military Activity. The military and paramilitary
forces have had an enormous influence on the na-
tional culture. From 1932 to 1993, every president
but one was an army general. During the civil war
the country was highly militarized, with 32,000
soldiers. In spite of the current demilitarization, the
culture remains militarized, as evidenced by the
high rate of violent crime, armed guards in front of
most urban businesses, and the presence of vigi-
lantes.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Government expenditures on health and education
programs declined during the war. The government
committed to large expenditures in social welfare
programs with the signing of the peace accords to
end the civil war. There has been increased spending
in health and education, and a number of rural
schools have been opened through a special govern-
ment program. Some health care is provided to stu-
dents through the Escuela Saludable program. El
Salvador has paid for these programs in part
through generous foreign aid. The government has
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also tried to pay for some of these social welfare
programs through more efficient collection of the
value added tax (VAT).

The transfer of land back to the people at the end
of the war and the implementation of agricultural
loans also represent massive government and
United States-supported social change programs.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) flourished
during the war as a result of the civil population’s
desire for peace, democracy, and development. The
NGOs continued to support alternative political,
economic, and social projects in the areas which had
been most affected by the war and have begun to
coordinate their efforts on a national level.

Since the signing of the peace accords, NGOs
have grown in importance and experience, particu-
larly in rural zones. They often are connected to the
FMLN and have helped distribute land to former
combatants, and have represented rural communi-
ties politically. They are often involved in rural edu-
cation, various development projects, agricultural
or small business loans, technical assistance, veteri-
nary services, and health services.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. During the civil
war, many women began to take leadership posi-
tions outside the traditional domestic sphere, be-
coming leaders in popular organizations and base
Christian communities. While women were often
placed in ‘‘supportive roles,’’ cooking for the troops
and sewing, many became combatants and held key
military and political leadership positions in the
FMLN.

Although women often work outside the home
generating income, they are exclusively responsible
for housework and child care.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Women
also began to realize that the revolution could not
end the inequalities in society without addressing
inequality between men and women. Each of the
five branches of the FMLN has its own women’s
organizations. In those organizations women have
fought for women’s rights to work outside the
home; loans for women’s cooperatives and small,
women-owned businesses; education; medical care;
and economic support for children.

Fathers’ abandonment of families increased af-
ter the war, and economic support for children is
still rare. Families headed by single women often
live in extreme poverty, and women are forced to
work for low wages. Women’s mean salary is 28
percent lower than men’s and almost one-third of
girls under age sixteen work to support the family.
Women are also under-represented in politics.

Violence toward women occurred during the
war, and has continued at an alarming rate. Violent
crime including murder and rape increased after the
signing of the peace accords. Domestic abuse, along
with alcohol abuse, is said to be prevalent.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Among the poor, marriage is the deci-
sion of the couple. The most common kind of mar-
riage is informal: a man and a woman set up a
household and have children without a civil or
church service. These unions are recognized under
law but can be dissolved easily. However, men are
now required to support children conceived in com-
mon law marriage as well as with women with
whom they have no formal relationship.

A marriage performed in a church is considered
irreversible, and many people wait until they have
children to marry. Couples must be 18 years old to
marry unless the woman is pregnant or already has
children. In both civil and religious marriages, di-
vorce law requires a separation and a cause. The
Catholic Church and many Evangelical churches
never condone divorce.

Domestic Unit. The domestic unit generally con-
sists of a couple and their children, although other
relatives also may live in the household. The man is
nominally the head of the household, but women,
especially in poorer families, often provide economic
support for their children. A large proportion of
families are headed by single women.

Kin Groups. The extended family is very impor-
tant in the national culture. A woman can count on
her cousins, uncles, aunts, and grandparents on
both sides for support. The Family Code recognizes
the importance of the extended family and requires
various categories of kin to support their relatives
with food, clothing, housing, health care, and edu-
cation. Either spouse may be required to pay sup-
port to the other. Grandparents may be asked to
support grandchildren, and vice versa. Parents must
support their children, and brothers and sisters may
be required to pay support to their siblings.
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A road through the village of El Jocotal. Rural housing is typically built of adobe and features a large front porch.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Infants in poor families are cared for
by their mothers, who take them along on their
daily tasks. They sleep in a room with their parents,
in a crib or hammock of their own or in the parents’
bed. People are affectionate with babies and play and
talk with them often. They are breast-fed on de-
mand and are not weaned until eighteen months or
two years of age. In the upper middle and upper
classes, child care often is delegated to a nanny.

Child Rearing and Education. Children are ex-
pected to show ‘‘respect’’ to their elders, which in-
volves using respectful greetings and terms of ad-
dress. They are expected to be obedient and comply
with requests from adults immediately. Children
may be hit or reprimanded after age six or seven
years for not complying with adults’ requests,
complaining, or answering back. Shaming is an-
other method used to discipline children. Parents
loudly complain about a misbehaving child to an-
other adult or child, within earshot of the offending
child. Shaming most often occurs in regard to com-
pleting assigned tasks, school performance, and
propriety in matters such as dress.

Basic education is compulsory until age thir-
teen, but half the children ages six to sixteen in the
poorest families do not attend school. Nine of ten

children of the richest families attend school, and a
quarter go on to study at a university. Poor families
often cannot afford to pay school fees or pay for
shoes and school supplies.

Higher Education. Higher education is not em-
phasized and accounts for a small part of the gov-
ernment budget. Professors and students at the
Universidad Centramericana and the National
University were killed in the war, and neither uni-
versity has been given the resources to recover.
There has been an explosion of private colleges of-
fering professional and technical degrees, but these
schools are not respected and prepare students
badly.

ETIQUETTE

Respect is due to older persons from younger
person, and to higher-status persons from lower-
status individuals. This includes using titles of re-
spect before people’s names and using the formal
‘‘you’’ (‘‘usted’’). Women must show respect to
men, should not raise their voices to them, and
must serve them food on demand. Greetings are
necessary upon entering a store or, in small towns
and communities, passing someone on the street.
Failure to greet a person is considered offensive.
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A Salvadoran man works on his fishing net. Many Salvadorans are employed in low-paying, ‘‘informal economy’’ jobs.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. El Salvador is 75 percent Roman
Catholic but has a growing Protestant movement.
The Catholic Church returned to its traditional con-
servative stance after the end of the civil war.
Among Protestant denominations, Pentecostal and
fundamental ist sects — cal led evangel ical
churches—have had the largest growth. There are a
number of reasons for the growth of evangelical
churches in the last two decades of the twentieth
century. First, Catholics were often targets of gov-
ernment repression for their ‘‘subversive’’ involve-
ment in base Christian communities, while evangel-
icals were safe from government repression.
Second, the evangelical emphasis on personal con-
version is considered apolitical. Finally, small evan-
gelical churches provide their members with a
strong sense of community and family.

Religious Practitioners. While the Catholic
Church has allowed greater participation of reli-
gious lay workers, the possibilities for leadership in
the laity are restricted. There are more possibilities
in the evangelical churches for nonspecialists to rise
to leadership positions. Such positions are restricted
to men.

Death and the Afterlife. Catholics devote nine
nights of prayer for deceased persons so that the

souls of the dead can be purified and they can rise
from purgatory to heaven.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Most Western-trained doctors who work in clinics
and hospitals are located in the metropolitan areas.
In the rural zones, most health issues are dealt with
by health promoters or midwives who receive some
training through the Ministry of Health, a foreign
organization, or a local NGO. Salvadorans often
treat themselves with modern medicine bought in
pharmacies or from ambulatory salesmen. There
are traditional remedies for some folk illnesses. The
ojo, or ‘‘evil eye,’’ is said to affect babies with fever.
It is cured when the person who gave the eye chews
various herbs and spits them into a liquid that is
rubbed on the baby’s body. Traditional healers are
called curanderos.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Independence is celebrated on 15 September with
parades. It is the only secular holiday, although
many religious holidays have become secularized.
Many people spend Holy Week, the week preceding
Easter, at the beach.
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THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Literature. Salvadoran literary production in the
latter twentieth century has been concerned with a
re-examination of the national history. Notable
works include the novels and poetry of Manlio
Argueta, the poetry of Roque Dalton, and the short
stories of José Marie Mendez. The country suffers
from a lack of publishing facilities.

Graphic Arts. The village of LaPalma has become
famous for a school of art started by Fernando
Llort. Images of mountain villages, campesinos, and
Christ are painted in bright colors on a variety of
wooden objects. The town of Ilobasco is known for
its ceramics, while San Sebastián is known for its
textile art.

Performance Arts. Most of the music on Salva-
doran radio is standard pop fare from the United
States, Mexico, and various Latin American coun-
tries, but there is a small underground movement of
folk music which draws its inspiration from cur-
rent events in El Salvador.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Academia has suffered much from the war and has
not been given the resources to recover. However,
there has recently been increased social science re-
search on social problems such as crime, violence,
and social and economic inequality. There has also
been increased interest in research on the environ-
ment. Much of this research is being conducted with
funds from foreign agencies.
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CULTURE NAME

English

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

British, Britannic

ORIENTATION

Identification. The name of the country and the
term ‘‘English’’ derive from the Old English word
for one of the three Germanic peoples that invaded
the British Isles in the fifth century C.E., the Angles.
‘‘Britain’’ and ‘‘British’’ derive from a Roman term
for the inhabitants’ language of the British Isles,
called ‘‘Brythonic’’ or p-Celtic.

Englishness is highly regionalized. The most
important regional divide is between the south and
the north. The south, chiefly represented by the
regions of the southeast, southwest, East Anglia,
and the Midlands, now contains the economically
most dynamic sectors of the country, including the
City (the chief financial center of the United King-
dom) and the seat of the national government, both
in London. The north, the cradle of industrialization
and the site of traditional smokestack industries,
includes Yorkshire, Lancashire, Northumberland,
Cumbria, Durham, Merseyside, and Cheshire. Espe-
cially in the last decades of the twentieth century,
the north has experienced deindustrialization, se-
vere economic hardship, and cultural balkanization.
England is also a culture of many smaller re-
gionalisms, still centered on the old governmental
unit of the county and the local villages and towns.
Local products, such as ale, and regional rituals and
art forms, such as Morris dancing and folk music,
many of which date back to the preindustrial era,
allow people to shape their attachments to their
communities and the nation. Merged with the
north–south divide and regionalism are notions of
working class, middle class, and upper class as well
as rich versus poor.

England’s role as a destination for migration
also has influenced conceptions of Englishness. His-
torically, the most prominent immigrant group has
been the Irish, who came in two major waves in the
modern era: 1847 and 1848 after the potato famine,
and during and after World War II. Scots were pres-
ent in England by the 1700s and settled in England
in large numbers during the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries, often for economic reasons. Welsh
in-migration came to prominence when deindustri-
alization began in Wales in the 1920s. This in-
migration has brought the so-called Celtic fringe
into English culture in a host of ways. There has
also been the impact of Jewish, Flemish, Dutch,
French Huguenot, German, Italian, Polish, Turkish,
Cypriot, and Chinese cultures since the twelfth cen-
tury. The loss of Britain’s colonies has brought
Afro-Caribbeans, Bangladeshis, Pakistanis, Indians,
and migrants from northwestern and eastern Africa
in significant numbers. Judgments of whether En-
gland’s newcomers feel themselves to be ‘‘English’’
vary by group and even by individual.

Location and Geography. England covers 50,357
square miles (130,423 square kilometers) of the
main island of the British Isles and lies off the north-
western coast of Europe, separated from the main-
land by the English Channel. The Gulf Stream
makes the climate mild and rainy. The country is
also divided into a highland zone and a lowland
zone along a line from the mouth of the River Exe in
the southwest to the mouth of the River Tees in the
northeast. The highland zone’s soil is poor and
rocky, mainly suitable for raising livestock, but in
the lowlands the land is flatter, the soil is fertile, and
there are many navigable rivers. As a result of its
favorable topography, the lowland region has al-
ways had the majority of the population, supported
most agriculture and trade, and had the largest
cities including the capital, London. The highland
zone did not develop rapidly until the nineteenth
century, when its coal and iron deposits allowed it
to surge to prominence in the industrial revolution;
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its communities struggle in England’s postindus-
trial era.

Demography. The population was 49.5 million in
1998. The estimated nonwhite proportion of the
population for that year was 7.3 percent, with the
officially designated ethnic groups being black Ca-
ribbean, black African, black other, Indian, Paki-
stani, Bangladeshi, and Chinese.

Celtic in-migrations continues to be a major in-
fluence. These migrations are often urban in focus
and tend to cluster in particular districts like London
and Merseyside. The second important shift in de-
mography from an ethnic standpoint is related to
the end of the British Empire. Beginning in the
1950s, peoples from the Indian subcontinent and
the Caribbean began to immigrate to England, tak-
ing advantage of the 1948 British Nationality Act,
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which established that all Commonwealth citizens
enjoyed British citizenship. Most of these immi-
grants have settled in London, the West Midlands,
Yorkshire and Merseyside. Between 1984 and 1996,
the number of nonwhites in England, Scotland, and
Wales rose from 2.3 million to 3.39 million (the
majority of whom lived in England) for a total
increase of 47 percent. In that same period Great
Britain grew by just 5.8 percent and England by
even less. European, Mediterranean, and East Asian
immigrants have been part of the cultural landscape
since the Middle Ages, when the Jewish community
came to prominence and Flemish clothworkers be-
gan arriving. Immigrants to England in particular
have been drawn there by the creation of a Common
Market in Western Europe and the ending of restric-
tions on the movement of eastern Europeans.

Linguistic Affiliation. The primary language
since the sixteenth century has been some version of
English. English, however, is an amalgam of lan-
guages brought to the British Isles by invasions that
began before written history. The Celts made Gaelic
the dominant language until the Romans invaded in
55 and 54 B.C.E., and introduced Latin and Greek,
but it was the invasion of England by Germanic
tribes in the fifth century (Angles, Saxons, and
Jutes) that laid the basis for English. The arrival of
Christianity in 597 allowed English to interact with
Latin as well as with Greek, Hebrew, and languages
as distant as Chinese. Viking invasions a few centu-
ries later brought Scandinavian languages to the
British Isles, while the Norman invasion in 1066
introduced French. Gradually, all levels of society
adopted English, which had largely supplanted
Latin and French in the second half of the fifteenth
century.

Modern English comes from the East Midland
dialect of Middle English. This divide between the
East Midland dialect and all others emerged between
the fourteenth and nineteenth centuries when those
speaking with a ‘‘proper’’ or ‘‘posh’’ accent sepa-
rated themselves from those speaking ‘‘Cockney’’
or working-class English. This division is signified
by the distinction between ‘‘received pronuncia-
tion’’ (r.p.), Standard English, or BBC English and
regional or local dialects of English. This linguistic
divide has always corresponded with social rank.
The elite generally spoke with an r.p. accent (also
known as the Queen’s or King’s English), and other
residents spoke a non-standard, locally mediated
English. In recent decades the connection between
class and accent has begun to loosen.

Except in certain urban communities, bilingual-
ism and multilingualism continue to play a mini-

mal role in England. As of 1980 at least twelve
languages other than English had more than
100,000 speakers in Britain, including Punjabi,
Urdu, Caribbean patois, Hindi, and Cantonese,
which are among England’s more influential second
languages. In the last decade, the many varieties of
spoken English have been thriving. Popular culture,
especially music, radio, and television, has brought
English creoles and patois; Indian, Pakistani and
Bangladeshi English; and Celtic versions of English
into the lives of the country’s inhabitants. Thus,
while Standard English still holds sway, it is no
longer an unquestioned standard.

Symbolism. From a political standpoint, the mon-
archy, Parliament, and the English (or British) con-
stitution are central symbols with both physical
and ritual manifestations. Equally powerful are the
rituals surrounding Parliament’s routine. The mon-
archy expresses itself physically through the pal-
aces and other residences of the royal family. Rit-
ually, the monarchy permeates national life. From
the social functions of the elite, which many people
follow in the popular press, to the promotion of
public causes, to royal weddings, the monarchy’s
representatives lend an almost sacral quality to
public life.

Images that capture England’s past have be-
come a very important element in how people root
themselves in a society that is increasingly mobile
and in which the past has become a commodity.
Idealizations of village and town life from bygone
days are common in the speeches of politicians.
Other idealizations of the past are equally popular,
from the preserved industrial landscapes of the Mid-
lands and the north, to nature walks that refer to
the ancient peoples who inhabited the area long
before the English arrived, to the appearance of the
‘‘English’’ countryside.

In recent years, popular culture has provided
ways for England’s immigrants to claim En-
glishness publicly. Before World War II the major-
ity population insisted that newcomers assimilate
and migrants were unable to lay claims to En-
glishness. More integrated national sports, espe-
cially soccer, and sports heroes represent the new
ethnic landscape and provide symbols the young
and the poor can claim. Similarly, movies, pop mu-
sic, and plays have given less powerful groups ways
of claiming Englishness. Popular festivals such as
the Notting Hill Carnival, which is Europe’s largest
celebration of black identity, are also part of the
mix. The New Commonwealth population also has
produced widely read literary works.
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Participants in the International Worm Charming Festival, a charity event held in Devon, England.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The emergence of the
nation took place between 1200 and 1850. The first
period when a quasi-national feeling was able to
unify the people was the Hundred Years’ War with
France in the late Middle Ages (1337–1453). Al-
though a dynastic conflict between successive En-
glish and French monarchs, this war became a cause
in which Anglo-Saxon and Norman culture merged
into a recognizably English culture.

In the sixteenth century, nationalism took on
another component: anti-Catholicism. Henry VIII
created the Church of England by tapping into pop-
ular sentiment against the Pope’s interference in
national affairs. Elizabeth I, his daughter, created a
sense of national unity through the conflicts she
orchestrated with Catholic Spain. Another manifes-
tation of anti-Catholic sentiment was the Battle of
the Boyne in 1689, where William III routed Catho-
lic opposition in Ireland. William subsequently af-
firmed Catholicism as being contrary to English and
Irish law. Beginning with Scotland and Ireland in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and contin-
uing with competitions with the Spanish, the
Dutch, and the French between 1550 and 1816, the
English established a sense of expansionary patrio-
tism. The final step in creating a national sentiment
was taken in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-

ries when the middle classes defined Englishness as a
positive morality to which everyone could sub-
scribe.

National Identity. English cultural roots lie in a
merging of Anglo-Saxon, Danish, and Norman
French culture that has existed as a synthesis since
the late Middle Ages. A process of negotiation was at
the heart of this cultural creation.

Ethnic Relations. After stripping them of their
assets, Edward I expelled the Jewish community in
1290, and Jews did not receive full rights and recog-
nition until the twentieth century. The earliest
guest workers, Flemish clothworkers, frequently
found their contributions resented by ‘‘native’’ lab-
or. German, French, and Low Countries Protestant
refugees in the sixteenth through eighteenth centu-
ries were confronted with ethnic prejudices. The
Irish as Celts and Catholics and the Welsh and Scots
as Celts also have faced resentment, especially in
eras dominated by English nationalism and British
imperialism.

In the British Isles and abroad, the English rec-
ord in colonized areas is no better than that of other
European colonizing cultures. Beginning in the
1960s with the Immigration Acts and reaching a
low point with the 1981 British Nationality Act,
laws have been passed to restrict the rights of for-
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eigners to enter the country and obtain citizenship
and benefits. The support of Margaret Thatcher’s
government for free-market capitalism contributed
to the decline of the areas where most ethnic minor-
ities lived, sparking violent protests in the 1980s,
such as London’s Brixton riots in 1981. Antiracism
legislation and the improving economy have less-
ened public and official attention to the nonwhite
population. However, economic migrants and po-
litical refugees, chiefly from East Asia, eastern Eu-
rope, and Africa, have taken the place of the non-
white populace as objects of public concern.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

England’s urbanism and notions of landscape and
countryside are closely tied to the movement of
people and economic sectors from major metropoli-
tan areas into new towns, extensions of older
towns, smaller towns, villages, and remote rural
areas. Cities are thought of as places of decay and
degeneration by many people. The central principle
in definitions of urban communities is their man-
agement and containment; this has been done by
designating rings of nondevelopment (green belts)
around major cities and urban areas. The emphasis
on areas of nondevelopment also has influenced
planning within cities and towns, with space being
created for private and public gardens, parks, ath-
letic fields, and other so-called greenfield sites. There
has also been an emphasis on arranging cities and
towns in more livable units, with more thought to
the placement of work sites, public amenities, shop-
ping areas, and dwellings and more of a focus on
how streets cater to public and private uses.

Villages and small towns that were fairly local
or regional have become bedroom communities for
large cities such as London or parts of larger re-
gional urban networks. Sometimes they retain their
original character, but more often affluent new-
comers have changed these localities. Thus, while
those in suburban, village, and small-town areas
trumpet the rural nature of their lives, they have
altered the rural landscape. Outside the towns and
villages, two forces dominate the countryside:
highly commercialized agriculture and preserva-
tion. Agribusiness has played a role in defining the
countryside by destroying 95 percent of the na-
tion’s wetlands. Countering the trend toward devel-
oping the countryside to accommodate more hous-
ing are the preservationists, who want to expand
parks, preserve a traditional country way of life,
and keep urban dwellers out of these areas. Left out
of towns, cities, villages, and rolling hills are those

with no money and no political voice. Those most
excluded from current visions and proposals are the
poor and the urban-dwelling ethnic minority
groups.

Many different types of Englishness compete in
towns, cities, villages, and the countryside. Archi-
tecturally, little is left from the Celtic, Anglo-Saxon
and Roman periods, although Roman town plan-
ning, roads, and walls are still evident and Anglo-
Saxon churches and Celtic monuments are still
standing. The Middle Ages have left Gothic and Ro-
manesque architecture while the Tudor and Stuart
periods of England’s history have also left their con-
tributions, notably not just in buildings for the elite
and the state but also for the middling sort. The
eighteenth century saw Georgian and neo-Gothic
architecture, which continued into the nineteenth
century when neo-Classical styles arose. The twen-
tieth century has seen the rise of suburban building
styles and Modernism and reactions against both in
the form of conservation, community architecture,
and a tendency to revive old styles such as neo-
Classicism.

Government buildings serve a range of symbol-
ic purposes. Monuments more often symbolize par-
ticular historical figures or events. The purposes of
public spaces also vary. The pews in a typical
church promote an orderly separation between
congregants while emphasizing togetherness as a
congregation. Piccadilly Circus and many museums
encourage people to mingle. Tea rooms, coffee
shops, public houses, and nightclubs provide sepa-
rate seating but promote a social atmosphere.
People in England prefer to live in detached, subur-
ban dwellings, ideally with a garden. First built in
large numbers in the 1920s, many suburban
houses were built in twos with a garden in front
and rear. Another detached style was the single-
story bungalow, which also became popular in the
1920s. Although in the post-war era it became
common to build large, boxy modernist apartment
blocks, especially for public housing, suburban
building continued in additional new towns, some
of which used the uniform, modernist styles. Since
the 1980s more traditional designs for housing
have been popular and both detached and non-de-
tached housing have been constructed to evoke one
of England’s past eras. In private dwelling spaces,
the English tend to fill much of the available space.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. England is known for its bland
cuisine. Traditional middle-class notions of diet put
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Blossoming croplands in Kent.

meats at the heart of the main meal, which usually
was eaten at midday. Along with this main course,
there might be a dish such as a meat casserole, and
fish also was consumed. Heavy sauces, gravies,
soups and stews or puddings (savory and sweet),
and pasties and pies also were eaten. Vegetables
included potatoes and carrots, turnips and cabbage,
and salad vegetables. Fruit was also part of the diet,
though in small proportions. Lighter meals included
variations of the sandwich. Breakfast foods ranged
from hot cereals to tea, toast, and marmalade, to
steak, eggs, and kidneys. These foods were not
available to most people before World War II. The
rural poor, for example, ate a diet based on cheese
and bread, with bacon eaten a few times a week,
supplemented by fresh milk if available, cabbage,
and vegetables if a garden was kept. All the classes
drank tea; beer was drunk by the working classes
and other alcoholic beverages were drunk by the
middle and upper classes.

Since 1950, the English have eaten less red
meat, more poultry, and about the same amount of
fish. The consumption of fats is down, and that of
alternatives such as margarine is up. Fresh fruits are
in favor, while vegetables are not, and the focus is
on salad vegetables. The main meal is now eaten in
the evening and is likely to consist of frozen or
ready-made food. In addition to eating out in pubs,

inns, and restaurants, people consume fast food.
There has been a dramatic increase in the variety of
foreign cuisine, ranging from Chinese and Indian to
French and Italian.

There are few food-related taboos. People avoid
some foods for so-called hygienic reasons, such as
onions and leeks, which can cause bad breath. There
are also foods that are considered uncivilized. Tradi-
tionally, the English have never eaten dogs, horses,
other carnivores, or insects. Increasingly, eating
meat is looked on as uncivilized. As part of the shift
away from meat toward fruit, vegetables, and fish,
people have become more distanced from the pro-
duction of the meat they eat and less willing to eat
as wide a variety of meats.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Apart
from cakes on birthdays, few special foods are eaten
at major secular ceremonies, although such cere-
monies involve toasting and drinking alcohol. In
religious ceremonies, alcohol, usually wine, is com-
mon at most celebrations of the Eucharist in Chris-
tian churches and also is used at Jewish ceremonies.
On Shrove Tuesday, which is both a secular and a
religious occasion, many people eat pancakes.

Basic Economy. The economy is developed and
highly specialized, and very few inhabitants pro-
duce food and other necessities for themselves. In
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1998, approximately 13 percent of England’s
workforce was self-employed, many working in
agriculture, fishing, and construction. This group
and the few among the economically inactive (21
percent in 1998) who have opted out of the market
economy completely are the only people in England
who may produce goods for themselves. Given that
the majority of both groups are part of the regular
economy, the number of people who are completely
self-sufficient is small, although at times they are
politically and culturally prominent. A rough sense
of England’s dependence on the world can be gained
by looking at trade figures as a proportion of GDP.
In 1997 England’s exports amounted to about 29
percent of GDP, as did imports.

Land Tenure and Property. The most common
form of land tenure is the owner-occupied house,
with personal ownership in 1998 at 68 percent and
the remainder of the inhabitants renting govern-
ment-owned rent-controlled or private dwellings.
Most dwellings are in urban areas, which occupied
about 12 percent of the total land area in 1999. In
that same year, 71 percent of England’s land was
devoted to agriculture: 24 percent was rented and
the remaining 47 percent was owned by resident
farmers or farming enterprises. Legal rights to
property have their origin in the period 1500–1800,
when landholders enclosed land and claimed exclu-
sive ownership of it. Their actions extinguished
many customary use rights to land and established
private claims to rights-of-way. In addition to this
division between private and common land, many
forms of public and semipublic land have developed.
Roads, infrastructure, and official buildings are of-
ten public. Also subject to public control are the
national parks and nature reserves. Areas of Out-
standing Natural Beauty are often in private hands
but are under public supervision of the Countryside
Agency. Public rights-of-way and common lands
are often owned by individuals, but those owners
may be obligated to ensure public access. The De-
partment of the Environment, Transport, and the
Regions oversees land use, working with local au-
thorities, an arrangement in place since the 1947
Town and Country Planning Act.

Commercial Activities. In addition to manufac-
turing, the major sectors of the economy are finan-
cial services, wholesale and retail trade, communi-
cation technology, and education and social
services.

Major Industries. The major areas of industrial
output are textiles; food, beverages, and tobacco;
paper, paper products, wood products; chemicals;

metals and fabricated metal items; electrical and
optical equipment; and transport equipment and
other machinery.

Division of Labor. People with more experience
still tend to hold positions with greater responsibil-
ity and rewards, but this situation has been chang-
ing since the 1970s. Increasingly, older workers are
losing jobs because of business strategies to keep
workforces small. This trend has hit older working
class men particularly hard because the sectors in
which they work are rapidly being shifted out of the
economy. Ethnic prejudice, ageism, and sexism still
prevent many people from advancing. Specializa-
tion, educational attainment, and status correspond
fairly well, with managerial and professional
groups being at the top of society, followed by
white-collar workers and then skilled blue-collar
workers and semi-skilled and unskilled manual la-
borers.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Class is the primary way in
which people approach social stratification. The up-
per class (the landed gentry, the titled nobility, and
members of the royal family) has roughly the same
social position it has had since the nineteenth cen-
tury, when the middle classes began to compete
successfully with the landed interests for influence.
However, the upper class lost official political influ-
ence (and credibility) in the twentieth century. The
major change in England’s social identity structure
has been the shrinking number of workers in man-
ufacturing and the increasing number of people
who work in service industries. White-collar and
other service workers have replaced blue-collar
workers as England’s economic backbone. Conse-
quently, the middle class has increased in size and
wealth, and home ownership has increased, while
union membership has declined dramatically, along
with the size of the traditional industrial working
class.

Most workers expect unemployment at some
point in their careers, especially the unskilled and
uneducated. In 1983, only 5 percent of non-manual
workers were unemployed. In contrast, skilled
manual workers experienced 12 percent and semi-
skilled and unskilled manual workers 23 percent
unemployment, and manual workers combined ac-
counted for 84 percent of the unemployed.

England is becoming a society of the included
and the excluded. There has been a sharp rise in
long-term unemployment. The nature of work in a
fluid economy does not support long-term employ-

E N G L A N D

7 0 7



A busy street in Scarborough, York. English architecture is a
unique blend of old and new.

ment for low-skilled and moderately skilled work-
ers, and this is reflected in the rise in part-time (24.7
percent of the 1999 workforce), and multiple-job
workers. Homelessness has become a fact of English
life, with 102,410 families in England accepted as
homeless in 1997 alone.

The richest class has increased its share of the
national income and national assets. In 1995, the
wealthiest 10 percent of the population owned half
the assets controlled by households. In 1997 the
income of the top 20 percent of households was
four times that of the bottom 20 percent. Mean-
while, those earning less than half of the median
doubled between 1979 and 1998, reaching 10 per-
cent.

Ethnic minorities have not fared well in the new
economic environment. For all minority men, un-
employment was 17 percent in the period 1986–
1988, for example, compared with 10 percent for
whites. Ten years on, in the period 1997–1998, un-
employment rates of Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, and
blacks were more than three times those for whites.
Indians, on the other hand, have faired better, cur-
rently occupying a central position in the middle
class as entrepreneurs and in the professions, en-
joying chances of employment more comparable to
whites.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Many of the
traditional symbols of social difference have under-
gone change. Clothing and other consumer goods
historically were indicators of class, but are now
more ambiguous. Most consumer goods are widely
available, and the clothing and fashion industries
recycle styles so quickly that rank and clothing do
not always correspond. Education, which used to be
a clear way to divide people into classes, has also lost
some of its defining power. Private primary and
secondary schools increased their share of school
age children through 1990, and higher education
has expanded the number of places available to
those who want postsecondary training; by the mid
1990s more than 30 percent of students age eigh-
teen were attending a university. Oxford and Cam-
bridge have been accepting students from an in-
creasingly broad socioeconomic spectrum, and
students now have many more universities to
choose from. Accent also has become a less reliable
class signifier.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Unlike Scotland and Wales, England
does not have a separate parliament or departments
to represent and manage it. Contact with the central
government is increasingly achieved through nine
Government Offices for the Regions. Day-to-day
life in the community is governed by local authori-
ties such as district and parish councils.

Leadership and Political Officials. Political par-
ties and institutions favor those judged to be re-
spectable and, in senior positions, those with politi-
cal experience. Thus, in the Conservative Party,
only members of Parliament (MPs) can elect party
leaders. It is still common for politicians and judges
to have an elite education and a privileged back-
ground. Local politics is a mixed bag, with some
local authorities and town and village councils po-
litically polarized and others less so, although the
larger the community the more likely it is to be
dominated by the Labour Party. In general, those
who participate in local politics and local organiza-
tions such as arts councils knew someone in gov-
ernment before becoming involved.

England has no national parties that affiliate
specifically with the national culture. The main par-
ties are the Labour Party (now often called New
Labour), the Conservative Party (Tories), and the
Liberal Democrats.

Access to political leaders is achieved most effec-
tively through voluntary sector interest groups.
These organizations work with local government
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authorities, local agencies such as the police, indi-
vidual MPs, and central government ministries and
may acquire an official role.

Social Problems and Social Control. For pur-
poses of policing and criminal justice, England and
Wales are treated as one unit. Policing is handled by
forty-one locally organized police forces in addition
to the Metropolitan Police Service and the City of
London police force. Most police officers carry a
nightstick, with only designated officers carrying
sidearms. Persons suspected of committing a crime
may be stopped and searched. More extensive
searching is possible with authorization from a se-
nior officer. For most crimes the police require judi-
cial authorization to make arrests, but for
‘‘arrestable’’ offences such as murder, authoriza-
tion is unnecessary. The maximum period of deten-
tion without a charge being leveled is ninety-six
hours. The Police Complaints Authority handles
cases of police brutality. The national policing bod-
ies are the National Crime Squad and the National
Criminal Intelligence Service. The Home Secretary of
the United Kingdom has overall responsibility for
policing in England as well as for the prison service,
the probation service, and the criminal law.

Criminal law is a combination of statute law
made by Parliament and common law (case law).
Founded in 1985, the Crown Prosecution Service
prosecutes criminals arrested by the police. The
court system is adversarial, and the accused is de-
fended by a lawyer (a solicitor or barrister) who
attempts to disprove the case presented by the
Crown Prosecution Service. Cases that go to Crown
Court involve a trial by a jury of the accused per-
son’s peers with guidance from the presiding judge.
In all other cases not on appeal, the defendant is
tried in magistrate court by a judge who decides the
case with the assistance of a law clerk. The accused
or the Crown may appeal a judgment to a higher
court, with the highest court being the House of
Lords. Except for treason and a few other offenses,
the highest penalty is a custodial sentence.

Since the 1980s, ideas about the role of the
criminal justice system have been changing, largely
as a result of perceived and real increases in violent
and property crimes. Local communities with their
informal mechanisms for social control are consid-
ered an important part of criminal justice. Neigh-
borhood watch schemes have become popular, and
victim-offender mediation and reparation, commu-
nity mediation, and neighborhood mediation have
emerged. Police cautioning, in which juvenile of-
fenders and their parents or guardians are informed
of the seriousness of their offenses, has become

popular. Parole boards administer the punishment
of offenders in the community, and the police and
other official agencies have formed partnerships
with local communities and voluntary organiza-
tions. Some people are critical of the trend toward
integrating informal social control into the official
criminal justice apparatus. They argue that such
social control may result in a culture divided into
communities suspicious of outsiders. Others have
noted that vigilantism, which plays a relatively
small role in the culture (exceptions are street
gangs, less organized groupings of males termed
‘‘the lads,’’ and soccer hooligans), may take root.

Military Activity. Military activity is administered
through the armed forces of the United Kingdom,
which are directed by the United Kingdom Ministry
of Defense.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Social welfare and change programs are directed
toward people who cannot care for themselves (the
elderly, children and youth, and the disabled), those
in poverty, and those experiencing discrimination.
Local government social services authorities provide
for children and youth, the elderly, and the disabled,
and there are advisory and regulatory bodies such
as the National Disability Council and the Mental
Health Act Commission. For the elderly, the dis-
abled, and those with learning disabilities, major
services include supervised residential and day care,
help for those confined to the home, support ser-
vices for family members caring for those individu-
als, and counseling. Increasingly, government pol-
icy has aimed services for the elderly, the disabled,
and persons with learning disabilities at helping
those people live at home and in the community.
The mentally ill are treated locally, though since
there are fewer places for the mentally ill in large
hospitals, this has meant farming out patients to
smaller hospitals and private and charity-supported
facilities. Local authorities have the responsibility
for child welfare, and provide aid to families such as
advice, guidance, counseling, and day care. They
also protect abused children and care for children
without parents.

The poor and the unemployed receive support
from the Department of Social Security (DSS). The
major beneficiaries are the unemployed, families
in need, those with short-term or long-term disabil-
ity, widows, and elderly retirees. Since the early
1980s, more conditions have been placed on the
receipt of DSS benefits, with the exception of the
elderly and those unable to work. The unemployed,
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A row of houses in Shaftesbury, Dorset. Many small villages have made an effort to preserve classic English architecture.

for example, must demonstrate they are looking for
work to receive benefits.

Social change programs for ethnic minorities
and women are in their infancy. There is a Race
Equality Unit in the central government, and the
1976 Race Relations Act set up the Commission for
Racial Equality that oversees over one hundred ra-
cial equality councils. These changes have not di-
minished ethnic inequality and tensions, although
Britain has a minister for women, a Women’s Unit,
and an Equal Opportunity Commission (EOC) as

well as an umbrella group known as the Women’s
National Commission.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

The Charity Commission for England and Wales
registered 188,000 charities in 1998. Across the
United Kingdom, charities employed 485,000 peo-
ple and supervised three million volunteers in 1998.
With the move toward privatization in the 1980s,
charities became more important, but social and
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economic dislocation have made it difficult for them
to maintain the social safety net. Nongovernmental
organizations work with children and youth;
marginalized or disadvantaged groups such as the
poor, the elderly, the disabled, and those suffering
from inequality; environmental conservationists;
the science and technology sector; the arts; and the
humanities.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Gender roles assign
homemaking, other domestic activities, and most
unpaid labor to women. A man’s sense of self is
defined chiefly in terms of the paid work he can
obtain. The impact of these constructions of gender
is now much different than before, but is still felt in
English society.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Although there is no equal rights amendment, in
recent decades there has been a more noticeable
commitment to equality of opportunity for men
and women through bodies such as the Equal Op-
portunity Commission and laws such as the Abor-
tion Act of 1967 and the 1969 Divorce Act. The rate
of women’s (especially married women’s) partici-
pation in the workforce increased in the late twenti-
eth century, as did the nature of that participation.
In 1971, only 57 percent of women of working age
were economically active, but in 1998 that figure
was 72 percent, whereas men’s participation de-
clined from 91 percent to 84 percent. Despite their
importance in the workforce, women earn only 80
percent of what men do. Women have been con-
fined to lower-status work, are more likely to work
part-time, and are under-represented in elite jobs.
However, some women have obtained high-status,
formerly male-dominated work, and the status of
female-dominated work has risen. Women’s in-
creasing participation in political life and their prog-
ress in religious roles in society—the rise of women
MPs in the 1990s and the Church of England’s
agreement to ordain women priests in 1994—may
be an indication of this.

Women have probably made the least progress
in the social sphere. They were the victims in 70
percent of cases of domestic violence in 1998, and
women still perform most unpaid work, such as
running households and raising children. Gender
roles among particular subgroups, however, di-
verge from this picture. Some Muslim and Jewish
women are more involved in the domestic sphere,
and Afro-Caribbean community women are more

likely to be employed and have a higher status than
Afro-Caribbean men.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Among many members of the South
Asian and Jewish communities, arranged marriages
as a means of cementing family alliances are the
norm. Most inhabitants, however, decide indepen-
dently whom to marry, often choosing to cohabit
with the partner before marriage. Social position,
social aspirations, and informal social control drive
the choice of a marriage partner. Thus, marriages
across class lines are not common, especially among
unskilled workers and the professional and mana-
gerial classes. Marriages across ethnic lines also are
not common. As a reason for marriage, economic
security is prominent, but so is the desire for sexual
and social companionship. In 1997, about half the
population over age sixteen was married. While
marriage between a man and a woman remains
the primary model for long-term relationships, it is
not the only one. Same-sex unions and so-called
blended families are increasingly common, and ex-
perimentation with forms of quasi-polygamy has
taken place.

Domestic Unit. The basic domestic unit is a house-
hold headed by a married couple—a model that ac-
counted for 59 percent of the households in 1998.
Close to 73 percent of inhabitants live in a family
headed by a couple (though not necessarily a mar-
ried couple). It is uncommon for couples to live with
the kin of either partner. Current gender roles
dictate that men are the primary breadwinners and
women are responsible for household management.
Who actually controls the household on a daily
basis, however, varies by household. Single-parent,
usually female-headed households are on the rise,
accounting for 9 percent of all households in
1998. The extended family is a visible and impor-
tant social institution in the South Asian, Asian,
Afro-Caribbean, and Jewish communities and still
plays a role in the majority population. People liv-
ing alone represented 28 percent of households in
1998.

Inheritance. Children rarely depend on inherited
wealth to become independent and usually inherit
movable property rather than real estate. When real
estate is involved, it often consists of a home and the
attached land, not agricultural land. Most people
follow the principle of equal division of inherited
wealth among offspring, with some favoritism
toward biological offspring in blended families.

E N G L A N D

7 1 1



Advertisements and a sign for the Underground in London’s busy Piccadilly Circus.

Kin Groups. People envision themselves as part of a
set of interconnected families, the size of which
varies with marital status and family traditions.
Most people include three to four generations of
people in their kin group. Those who are married
count the same number of generations of the
spouse’s family as part of their family. Kin groups
do not have prominent status in society formally or
informally. Notions of kinship involve a network of
individuals who enter into kin relationships. The
individual is not subsumed by the kin structure.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Good mothering entails stimulating
an infant through play and other activities. Many
other aspects of infant care are class-specific. For
example, middle-class mothers are likely to breast
feed babies and wean them early, while working-
class mothers tend to use bottle feeding and wean
infants later. Middle-class infants are more likely to
sleep in a separate room in a crib than are their
working-class peers. Working-class infants also are
more likely to receive physical chastisement for cry-
ing. Working-class fathers are not likely to partici-
pate in the upbringing of infant children because of
the difficulty of obtaining time off.

Child Rearing and Education. A good child is
often termed well adjusted, as opposed to children
who are shy, withdrawn, overly aggressive, or hy-
peractive. Typically, people see children’s behavior
as the result of interactions with those around
them, with the parents being the primary influence.
Some children are viewed as having health problems
that affect behavior, requiring medical intervention.
There are two major areas of emphasis in child-
rearing practices and beliefs. First, adults, particu-
larly parents, need to teach children and young
adults how to behave by setting limits to what they
can and cannot do, teaching them how to solve
conflicts and deal with others, and modeling good
behavior. Second, adults should stimulate children
to learn and be curious and creative to promote the
growth of their mental capacities. Children are sup-
posed to be well behaved but capable of interacting
with their peers without shyness and should be
curious and inquisitive as learners. Models for
learning, teaching, and parenting involve intense
interaction between teacher and learner and parent
and child. Major secular initiation ceremonies for
children and young adults revolve around the edu-
cational process and clubs. School graduation cere-
monies are a primary rite of passage for most chil-
dren and young adults. Hazing is used to initiate
junior members of clubs, schools, and street gangs.
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There are three levels of schooling below the univer-
sity level: preschool, primary school, and secondary
school. Depending on the kinds of knowledge tested
at the secondary levels, schools emphasize practical
knowledge and problem solving as much as the
mastery of a body of knowledge.

Higher Education. Government policy since the
late 1950s has been aimed at expanding the oppor-
tunities for students to benefit from postsecondary
education to create a more skilled workforce and
increase social mobility. In the 1990s, more than 30
percent of all eighteen-year-olds were attending a
university (up from under 5 percent in 1960), al-
though the recent introduction of student fees may
cause some to discontinue their education.

ETIQUETTE

Etiquette is changing, but norms for appropriate
behavior articulated by the elite and the middle class
are still an important normative force. Greetings
vary by the class or social position of the person
with whom one is dealing. Those with titles of
nobility, honorific titles, academic titles, and other
professional titles prefer to be addressed by those
titles, but like people to avoid calling too much
attention to a person’s position. Unless invited to do
so, one does not call people by their nicknames.
Postural norms are akin to those in other Western
cultures; people lean forward to show interest and
cross their legs when relaxed, and smiles and nods
encourage conversation. The English expect less
physical expression and physical contact than do
many other societies: handshakes should not be too
firm, social kissing is minimal, loud talking and
backslapping are considered inappropriate, staring
is impolite, and not waiting one’s turn in line is a
serious social blunder.

In conversation the English are known for
understatement both in humor and in other forms
of expression. On social occasions, small talk on
neutral topics is appropriate and modest gifts are
given. People reciprocate in paying for food and
drink in social exchanges, by ordering drinks by
rounds, for example. In public houses (bars), appro-
priate etiquette includes not gesturing for service. In
restaurants it is important to keep one’s palms
toward the waiter, and tips are in the range of 10 to
15 percent. Standard table manners include holding
the fork in the left hand and the knife in the right
hand, tipping one’s soup bowl away when fin-
ishing, and not leaning one’s elbows on the table.
Deviations from these norms occur in ethnic sub-
cultures and among the working class. These

groups usually develop their own version of eti-
quette, appropriating some rules from the majority
standard while rejecting others.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. In 1998, approximately 10 per-
cent of the population claimed to be atheists and 15
percent said they were agnostics, while 20 percent
said they believed in God. In 1991, about 25 percent
of inhabitants claimed to believe in astrology and
good luck charms, and 42 percent believed in for-
tune-telling and faith healing. The major religious
traditions are Christianity, Islam, Hinduism,
Sikhism, Judaism, and Buddhism. In recent decades,
so-called pagan or cult religions have included
Wicca, shamanism, heathenism, druidry, goddess
religion, the Unification Church, and Transcen-
dental Meditation.

Religious Practitioners. Christian leaders derive
power and authority from their control and dis-
pensation of sacraments. Jewish rabbis and Islamic
imams derive their authority from their mastery of
a specific set of religious legal texts and the applica-
tion of those texts to everyday life. Hinduism relies
on a wide variety of texts, and traditionally its pri-
mary leaders gain authority from their caste posi-
tion as well as from their adherence to specific
ascetic rules and, especially in the case of gurus,
their perceived connection to the divine. Sikhism is a
monotheistic religion with a single set of texts, and
ideally Sikhs associate themselves with a guru who
helps believers achieve spirituality. In the most pop-
ular form of Buddhism (Mahayana), monks and
teachers hold spiritual authority by virtue of their
ascetic way of life and mastery of certain texts. In
the various forms of Buddhism, monks and teach-
ers hold spiritual authority by virtue of their ascetic
way of life, their mastery of certain texts, and their
leadership of worship ceremonies. Modern pagan-
ism often envisions its priests as deriving their
power through a unique connection to the hidden
forces in nature. Leaders of other movements rely
on charisma or the attractiveness of the skills they
teach.

Rituals and Holy Places. Christians celebrate an
annual cycle of rituals that vary by denomination.
Most celebrate Christmas and Easter and attend ser-
vices in a church on Sunday. Judaism has particular
days of celebration, such as Passover, and weekly
services on Saturdays in a synagogue. Islam has
special celebrations (the month of Ramadan) and
weekly attendance at worship services in a mosque
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The House of Parliament and Big Ben are two of London’s
most famous landmarks.

on Fridays. In Hinduism worship is a daily activity,
often taking place at the household shrine but also
at the local temple. There are festivals and feasts to
honor individual deities (Ram Navami) and particu-
lar occasions in the year (e.g. Divali); some are
yearly, others weekly and fortnightly. For Sikhs,
regular worship at the temple is important, but
there are no days that are particularly holy; Sikhs
worship on Sunday. For Buddhists, worship is done
both at home and at religious centers and occurs on
a weekly basis; the birth of the Buddha is an impor-

tant occasion that is celebrated. Alternative religions
vary in where they worship, how often, and on
what days.

Death and the Afterlife. In the early 1990s, about
25 percent of the population believed in life after
death, although there is a wide range of practices
around death. For a majority of the population,
ideas about the afterlife are based on typical Victo-
rian notions that are reinforced on television and in
film: a place where life is better and those who have
lived a good life are rewarded. For most people,
funerals have become much cleaner, with the de-
ceased meticulously prepared and cleaned before
burial. Cemeteries are kept pristine and immaculate.
Others, however, feel that the dead are very much
among the living in photographs, videos, and other
visual mementos. People used to remember the dead
in a yearly cycle of religious days, but with the
geographic spread of families, family occasions
have become the occasions to recall them. There are
organizations that promote awareness of how to
die, from living wills to hospice care to palliative
measures and euthanasia.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Since 1946, most people have obtained health care
from a physician or other specialist attached to the
National Health Service (NHS), a government-con-
trolled and government-funded health care system.
Although in the 1980s and early 1990s there were
attempts to introduce market-driven principles into
the NHS, and the number of privately insured in-
habitants has risen; the NHS retains the principles
of free services at the point of delivery, and the
current Labour government has rescinded many of
the measures intended to manage healthcare by
market principles.

Most people believe in an approach to medicine
that focuses on particular problems and illnesses as
opposed to overall wellness. In this type of medicine
a patient sees a medical specialist when a health
complaint arises. The doctor diagnoses the problem
on the basis of the patient’s physical symptoms and
either prescribes a treatment or sends the patient to
a more specialized doctor. In recent years, a very
different set of approaches to medicine and health
(complementary medicine) has been informed by
non-Western traditions such as traditional Chinese
medicine and nonstandard approaches such as
herbal lore. Rather than trying to cure a specific
ailment, practitioners of complementary medicine
attempt to restore the well-being of the patient’s
entire mind and body, often by tapping the body’s
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capacities to heal itself. Examples of complementary
medicine are acupuncture, herbal medicine, mas-
sage therapy, and healing touch.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

New Year’s Eve and Day (31 December, 1 January),
celebrate the beginning of the new year. April Fool’s
Day (1 April), is a day on which people play practi-
cal jokes on one another. The sovereign’s birthday is
celebrated in June. Guy Fawkes’s Day (5 November)
commemorates the foiling of a 1605 Catholic plot
to blow up the houses of Parliament and is an occa-
sion for fireworks and revelry. Remembrance Day
(11 November) celebrates the contributions of war
veterans to defending the freedom of the nation.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. In addition to artists’ earn-
ings, support for the arts derives from the govern-
ment, chiefly through the Arts Council and busi-
ness and private philanthropic sources.

Literature. The elaboration of an expressly English
literature began in the medieval period with Geof-
frey Chaucer and continued into the Renaissance
and then into the Restoration with William Shake-
speare, John Milton, and John Dryden. During
those periods, drama and poetry were the major
literary forms, with popular literature shading into
song, cartoons, and storytelling.

The eighteenth century is notable for the emer-
gence of new literary forms such as the novel, the
true crime tale, light opera, magazines, and new
oral traditions associated with England’s port dis-
tricts. Regionalized music and storytelling from this
era still provide the foundation for much currently
performed folk music in England.

The nineteenth century is the age of the Roman-
tics and the Victorians. Artists in both movements
were social realists, with the Romantics known for
recovering older forms and the Victorians known
for highly elaborate language. Popular literature of-
fered the penny dreadful and a profusion of maga-
zines that published novels and other literary work
serially. New oral traditions sprang up around la-
bor protest movements such as those of the Lud-
dites and Chartists.

In the twentieth century, writers born in En-
gland shared the stage with Commonwealth writ-
ers such as Derek Walcott, V.S. Naipaul, and Nadine
Gordimer and with other non-English writers such
as James Joyce, Dylan Thomas, and Alice Walker.

The twentieth century also saw the continuance of
the phenomenon of Anglicized émigré writers such
as T. S. Eliot. Edwardians such as E. M. Forster and
moderns such as D. H. Lawrence and Virginia
Woolf dominated the period 1900–1950. Edward-
ians extended Victorian approaches, and moderns
worked in older forms such as the novel and helped
develop the short story.

Since World War II, the efforts of writers to
stretch the bounds of genres expanded. Poetry is
now performed in the form of hip-hop music or at
poetry slams, while written poetry may be rooted
in jazz and has lost prominence. Drama has flour-
ished, as have filmed versions of classic and contem-
porary works. Novels focus on the everyday and
the autobiographical, a reflection in part of
women’s influence on literature.

Graphic Arts. Most training of graphic artists is
provided by universities and art colleges. Art has
been incorporated into the school curriculum as
part of the nation’s educational policy, and all En-
glish students receive some training in and exposure
to the graphic arts. In 1997 and 1998, 22 percent of
the population over age 15 visited a gallery, mu-
seum, or other major collection, a figure that has
shown little change since the late 1980s. Whether
museums are egalitarian in terms of affordability
and relevance, however, is debatable. The National
Disability Arts Forum and similar organizations are
funded by the Arts Council of England and improve
access to the arts and training in the arts for the
disabled population; the Arts Council promotes cul-
tural diversity as well.

Performance Arts. The Royal Shakespeare Com-
pany and musical productions in London’s West
End are well attended. Musical productions range
from orchestras such as the London Philharmonic
to jazz, rock, and folk music. Dance forms range
from classical ballet to free-form club dancing.
Ticket prices limit attendance at elite forms of per-
formance art, although statistics show that in the
last decade their audience has not decreased in size.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

England supports research and teaching in all areas
of science and the social sciences. The government
funds most scientific and social scientific research.
Larger private corporations and private foundations
are also major players. The research sector develops
applications for basic primary research in a range of
fields. With a long tradition of empirical inquiry,
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English scholars have often been active in applied
science.
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CULTURE NAME

Equatorial Guinean or Equatoguinean

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

In Spanish, the official language, the country is
called Guinea Ecuatorial

ORIENTATION

Identification. As a Spanish colony, the area was
formerly known as Spanish Guinea. There are two
main cultural and ethnic traditions: the Fang, on
the mainland, and the Bubi, on the island of Bioko.

Location and Geography. Equatorial Guinea is on
the west coast of equatorial Africa, bordered by
Cameroon to the north and Gabon to the south and
east. The country’s total area is 10,830 square miles
(28,050 square kilometers; slightly smaller than
the state of Maryland). This includes the mainland
portion (Rı́o Muni), as well as three coastal islets
(Corisco, Elobey Grande, and Elobey Chico) and two
islands (Bioko and Annobóon). The larger of these is
Bioko, formerly known as Fernando Po. It lies 25
miles (40 kilometers) off the coast of Cameroon,
across a bay of the Gulf of Guinea known as the
Bight of Biafra, to the northwest of the continental
portion of the country. In Rı́o Muni, coastal plains
rise to hills, and then to plateaus farther inland.
Bioko has three extinct volcanic cones, which con-
tain several crater lakes. Mangrove swamps lie
along the coast of the island. Rı́o Muni is mainly
tropical rain forest and is home to a variety of
animals, including gorillas, chimpanzees, monkeys,
leopards, elephants, and crocodiles. However, the
wildlife population has suffered greatly as a result
of hunting.

Demography. As of 2000, the population is
474,214—80 percent of whom live on the main-
land, and of that group, 90 percent are Fang. The
original inhabitants of Bioko are of a group called

Bubi, descendants of mainland Bantu tribes. Bioko
also is home to descendants of former slaves who
were freed in the nineteenth century. Many Bubi
have recently immigrated to the continent, and
along with other, smaller Bantu-speaking tribes,
comprise the remaining 10 percent of the popula-
tion in Rı́o Muni. Minority tribes include the
Kombe, Balengue, Bujebas, Ibo, and Ibibo. There is a
small group of Europeans (fewer than one thou-
sand), most of them Spanish.

Linguistic Affiliation. Spanish and French are the
official languages of Equatorial Guinea, although a
very small percentage of the population speaks ei-
ther of them. Pidgin English is also used as a lingua
franca, particularly on Bioko. Most people’s daily
lives are conducted in tribal languages, either Fang,
Bubi, or Ibo, all of which are in the Bantu family of
languages.

Symbolism. The coat of arms (which is depicted on
the flag) has six yellow six-pointed stars, which
stand for the mainland and the five islands that
comprise the country. It also includes a picture of a
silk-cotton tree.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. People of the Pygmy
and the Ndowe tribes were the first inhabitants of
the area that is today the mainland of Equatorial
Guinea. Bantu peoples began to arrive in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, beginning an ongoing his-
tory of tribal wars. The Fang, the most prevalent
and warlike of these tribes, predominated. In the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the slave
trade by the British, French, and Dutch pushed the
Fang inland, away from the coast.

In the thirteenth century, the Bubi settled on the
island of Bioko. The Portuguese arrived in the fif-
teenth century and named the island Fernando Po.
This was part of other Portuguese holdings in the
Gulf of Guinea, including São Tomé and Prı́ncipe. At
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the end of the 1700s, Spain acquired a large area of
Africa from Portugal in a trade; this area included
both Rı́o Muni and Bioko.

Bioko was important as a slave trade center,
thanks to flourishing cocoa plantations there, and
was one of Spain’s most profitable territories in
Africa. However, the island was administered by the
English from 1827 until 1858, at which point the
Spanish takeover became official. Spanish rule of
the mainland did not begin officially until 1926,
despite their long-standing claim to the area. It was
only at this time that they began to expand into the
interior of Rı́o Muni, territory previously un-
explored by Europeans. When the Spanish Civil
War ended in 1939, the Spanish began to invest

more in the development of Equatorial Guinea. The
country experienced increasing prosperity with the
aid of the Spanish government and the Catholic
Church. Industry grew, and cocoa and timber con-
tributed to a strong economy.

In 1963 Rı́o Muni and Bioko were officially
united as Equatorial Guinea, and Spain granted the
country partial autonomy. Independence was de-
clared in 1968. However, when Spain pulled out,
they left the country in dire straits; violence and
economic upheaval ensued, and the fledgling nation
declared a state of emergency. The first president,
Macias Nguema, ruled as a dictator for eleven years,
outlawing all political parties but his own. In 1972
he declared himself ruler for life, presiding over a
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regime that killed and tortured thousands of its
own citizens. Dissidents were sent to work camps
or executed, priests were thrown in jail, and schools
and churches were shut down. Journalism was de-
clared a crime punishable by death. During this
time, Equatorial Guinea had little contact with the
rest of the world. By the time of his ouster and
subsequent execution in 1979, Macias had managed
to kill or force to flee two-thirds of the population.

The coup in 1979 put in place President Teodoro
Obiang Nguema. He is part of the same small Fang
subclan as Macias. Today the country is still at-
tempting to rebuild and to establish a degree of po-
litical and economic stability. However, its record
continues to be marred by human rights abuses.
Elections have been held, but there are widespread
suspicions of vote-rigging. The first presidential
election, held in 1993, saw the arrest and imprison-
ment of an opposition leader. The government later
released him under pressure from a number of
Western countries.

National Identity. Equatorial Guineans identify
first with their tribe or ethnic group, second with
the nation. The current country was formed during
Spanish rule, linking the main island of Bioko with
the mainland territory, despite the fact that the two
were culturally distinct. Since the unification of the
two, there has been some intermingling and migra-
tion, particularly of mainland Fang to Bubi-inhab-
ited Bioko. The Fang tribe itself is not limited to the
Rı́o Muni area, but extends also north into Cam-
eroon and south into Gabon.

Ethnic Relations. Legally there is no discrimina-
tion against ethnic or racial minorities, but in prac-
tice this is not the case. The Bubi have experienced
persecution under the postindependence govern-
ment. Prior to independence, the group formed a
majority on Bioko. However, since 1968, many
Fang migrated to the island, and a small subclan,
the Mongomo, has dominated the government.
There is resentment and violence not only between
the Bubi and the Fang but also between the
Mongomo and other Fang subgroups. Immigrants
from Nigeria, Ghana, and francophone Africa also
are victims of discrimination and police harass-
ment.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Thirty-seven percent of the population is urban and
63 percent is rural. On the mainland, the population
is dispersed fairly evenly, with the exception of

Bata, which is the largest city in the country. Many
of its buildings are in the Spanish colonial style and
are less than perfectly maintained. Bata is a busy
commercial center, with markets, bars, and restau-
rants. The second-largest town in Rı́o Muni is
Ebebiyin in the northeast, near the Cameroon
border.

On Bioko, the majority of the population lives
in Malabo, which is Equatorial Guinea’s capital. The
city is fairly clean, and its architecture exhibits
Spanish influence. There are shantytowns as well as
upper-class neighborhoods, often in close proxim-
ity to each other. Luba, with a population of one
thousand, is the second-largest town on Bioko.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The main foods are cassava
root, bananas, rice, and yams. People supplement
their primarily plant-based diet through hunting
and fishing. Palm wine and malamba (an alcoholic
drink made from sugarcane) are both popular.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Chicken
and duck are usually served at special occasions.

Basic Economy. The economy has grown signifi-
cantly in recent years with the discovery and tap-
ping of oil reserves. Other important contributions
to the GDP are forestry, fishing, and farming. Most
people support themselves through subsistence
farming, growing rice, yams, cassava, bananas,
and palm oil nuts. Sixty-six percent of the popula-
tion works in agriculture, 23 percent in services,
and 11 percent in industry.

Land Tenure and Property. Most businesses are
owned by government officials and their families.

Commercial Activities. The main goods produced
for domestic consumption are agricultural. Ba-
nanas, cassava, coconuts, and sweet potatoes are all
grown and sold locally. Much local commerce is
conducted using the barter system. The country
also produces timber and national gas for its own
use.

Major Industries. Before independence, Equatorial
Guinea’s main source of income was cocoa produc-
tion, but it was grown primarily by Spanish colo-
nists, and with their departure, production fell sig-
nificantly. Forestry cannot keep pace with its
preindependence production rates either, as the de-
parture of the Europeans also meant the departure
of funds for the industry. The fishing industry was
formerly under the control of the Soviets but is
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currently being developed by Spain, Nigeria, and
Morocco.

Trade. Equatorial Guinea’s only exports are petro-
leum, timber, and cocoa. Its main imports are pe-
troleum and manufactured goods and equipment.
The primary trading partners are the United States,
Spain, France, China, Cameroon, and the United
Kingdom.

Division of Labor. There are few specialized or
high-status jobs in Equatorial Guinea. While there
is a legal working age of eighteen, this is not en-
forced, and many children are engaged in farm
work and street vending. A significant amount of
work is performed by prisoners, who are forced to
labor both inside and outside the prisons.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The vast majority of the pop-
ulation is poor. The few positions of higher status
are generally held by members of the Fang tribe, in
particular the Mongomo subclan that controls the
government.

Symbols of Social Stratification. In the cities in
particular, Western dress is not uncommon. Poorer
or rural people (women especially) are more likely
to wear the traditional West African attire of
brightly colored patterns.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Equatorial Guinea declares itself a
multiparty democracy, although in practice it is a
dictatorship under the leadership of the Democratic
Party of Equatorial Guinea (PDGE). The legislature
consists of the unicameral House of People’s Repre-
sentatives, a body of eighty elected officials. The
president appoints a cabinet. In practice he exercises
strong control over all aspects of the government,
including the legislative and judiciary branches.

Leadership and Political Officials. The relation-
ship of the people to their government is one of
subjugation and fear; the country has no history of
democratic processes, as leadership passed from
colonial rule to a dictatorship.

Social Problems and Control. The legal system is
based on a combination of Spanish law and the
tribal system. Violent crime (and even petty theft) is
rare compared to rates in other African nations. The
government greatly restricts the rights of its citi-
zens. The judicial system does not ensure due pro-

cess, and prisoners are often tortured. The govern-
ment has a record of arbitrary arrest, interference
with privacy and family, restriction of movement,
and lack of freedom of speech, press, and religion,
among other abuses.

Military Activity. The military is made up of an
army, navy, air force, rapid intervention force, and
national police. Males are eligible to serve beginning
at age fifteen. The country spends $3 million (U.S.)
annually on its military—0.6 percent of its total
budget. The armed forces also receive aid and train-
ing from Spain.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The family is responsible for most forms of social
welfare, including caring for elderly and sick mem-
bers.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

There are nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
mostly affiliated with the church, such as the Cath-
olic Caritas; however, the government has restricted
the functioning of NGOs and does not allow them to
act in the area of human rights.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Traditional gender
roles still hold sway; it is rare to see women em-
ployed outside the home in typically male jobs.
They are responsible for domestic labor and child
care, although rural women also work in agricul-
ture. The lack of women in professional jobs is per-
petuated by inequalities in education: The average
female receives only one-fifth as much schooling as
the average male.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Although legally granted equal rights, women are
in many respects considered second-class citizens.
Their status is little higher than that of children, and
women are expected to defer to men in general, and
to their husbands in particular. Violence against
women is common, especially spousal abuse.
Women have the right to buy and sell goods, but in
actuality women own little property.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Polygyny is common among the Fang.
Traditionally, upon marriage the husband gives a
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The Pope visits Bata. Eighty percent of Equatorial Guinea’s population is Roman Catholic.

dowry to the family of the bride. Women generally
become part of their husband’s family upon mar-
riage. Men often beat their wives, and while public
beating is illegal, abuse in the home is not, and there
is no mechanism for prosecuting domestic violence.
According to the custom of most tribes, if the mar-
riage breaks up, the wife is obligated to return the
dowry. Additionally, the husband receives custody
of all children born in wedlock. (The woman keeps
any children born prior to the marriage.)

Domestic Unit. Extended families often live to-
gether. When a couple marries, it is traditional for
them to move in with the husband’s family.

Inheritance. Tribes follow a custom of primo-
geniture, passing on inheritance to the oldest male
child. Although it is legal for women to inherit
property, in actuality this rarely happens.

Kin Groups. The Fang are exogamous (they marry
outside the clan), whereas the Bubi are endogamous
(they marry within the clan). In ancient times, it
was even acceptable for a brother and sister to
marry, as long as they did not share the same
mother.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. Among the most
important lessons children are taught is to respect
and obey their elders. Formal education is manda-
tory between ages six and fourteen. However, only
70 percent of children attend primary school, and
even fewer continue on to the secondary level. There
are no provisions for children’s welfare, and child
labor is an ongoing problem, which the government
has not addressed. The literacy rate is 79 percent—
90 percent for men and 68 percent for women.

Higher Education. The country has two institu-
tions of higher learning, one in Malabo and one in
Bata, both run by the Spanish National University
of Distant Education. Often, those who can afford it
often send their children abroad to Spain or to
France to complete their education.

ETIQUETTE

Greetings are an important and often lengthy form
of social interaction. They usually involve shaking
hands. People stand close when talking, often
touching or holding hands. Elders, professionals,
and those in positions of authority are treated with
particular respect and deference.
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RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. It is necessary for the Ministry
of Justice and Religion to approve a religious orga-
nization before it is allowed to practice. The govern-
ment is wary of the Catholic Church, as it has a
history of criticizing human rights violations.
Nonetheless, Catholic religious study is part of pub-
lic education, and 80 percent of the population is
Roman Catholic. The other 20 percent have held on
to their traditional beliefs, and even many who
nominally subscribe to Catholicism continue to fol-
low traditional religious practices. There are a few
Muslims, mostly Hausa traders in the region. The
indigenous beliefs are animist, attributing spiritual
energy to natural formations such as rivers, moun-
tains, and trees.

Religious Practitioners. Sorcerers are the leaders
of the indigenous religion and occupy an exalted
position in the community.

Catholic priests occupy a position not just as
religious figures, but often as voices of government
opposition as well. Many have been arrested and
tortured for speaking out on human rights abuses,
social injustice, and corruption.

Rituals and Holy Places. Most rituals involve
music and dance. One rite, known as the abira, is
intended to purge evil from the community. One
Bubi ceremony involves placing a pot of water at
the entrance to the village, asking good spirits to
protect the people and to bless them with more
children.

Death and the Afterlife. In the indigenous reli-
gion, ancestors are venerated. They are said to live in
a place called Borimo, and are thought capable of
exerting influence on the living. Bubi villagers often
place amulets such as animal bones, feathers, and
shells several hundred meters outside the village in
remembrance of their dead.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Health conditions in Equatorial Guinea are not
good, and are made worse by lack of adequate
sanitation. There is a high infant mortality rate, and
the life expectancy is only fifty-three years of age
(fifty-one for men and fifty-five for women). Com-
mon problems include malnutrition and malaria.
The health system concentrates on preventive medi-
cine, but this cannot compensate for the severe lack
of supplies and trained personnel.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

These are New Year’s Day, 1 January; Armed
Forces Day, 3 August; Constitution Day, 15 Au-
gust; Independence Day, 12 October; and Human
Rights Day, 10 December.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Literature. The literary tradition in Equatorial
Guinea is oral rather than written. There is a wide
range of myths and legends that are passed on from
one generation to the next, some meant to preserve
the history of the tribes, others to explain natural
phenomena. Sorcerers and witches often figure
prominently.

Graphic Arts. Equatorial Guinea has a tradition of
sculpture and mask-making. Many of the masks
depict crocodiles, lizards, and other animals. Fang
art is known for its abstract, conceptual qualities.

Performance Arts. Music and dance are central el-
ements of Equatorial Guinean culture, both Fang
and Bubi. Many of the songs and dances have reli-
gious significance. Drums are a common instru-
ment, as are wooden xylophones; bow harps; zith-
ers; and the sanza, a small thumb piano fashioned
from bamboo. The accompaniment to a dance usu-
ally consists of three or four musicians. The balélé
dance is usually performed on Christmas and other
holidays. The ibanga, the Fang national dance, is
popular along the coast. Its movements are highly
sexual. The men and women who perform it cover
their bodies in white powder.

THE STATE OF THE SOCIAL AND
PHYSICAL SCIENCES

The few facilities for physical sciences in Equatorial
Guinea are affiliated with the fledgling petroleum
industry and its development.
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CULTURE NAME

Eritrean

ORIENTATION

Identification. The term ‘‘eritrea’’ derives from
Sinus Erythraeus, the name Greek tradesmen of the
third century B.C.E. gave to the body of water be-
tween the Arabian Peninsula and the Africa conti-
nent (now known as the Red Sea). Later, during the
Roman Empire, the Romans called it Mare Ery-
thraeum, literary meaning ‘‘the red sea.’’ When It-
aly colonized a strip of land along the Red Sea in
1890, they gave it the name Eritrea.

Since the creation of Eritrea was so closely
linked to Ethiopia, Eritrea’s identity developed in
struggles against its ancient and larger neighbor to
the south. Many of the nine ethnic groups within
Eritrea are also found in Ethiopia, and the dominant
Christian Orthodox highland culture of Ethiopia
also stretches into the Eritrean highland plateau.
Historically, there has been a division in Eritrea
between the Christian highlands, which are cul-
turally and linguistically homogenous, and the pre-
dominantly Muslim lowlands, which are culturally
and linguistically heterogeneous. Eritrea’s long war
of liberation, however, managed to bridge some of
the traditional differences between the highland and
lowland populations.

Location and Geography. Located in northeastern
Africa, Eritrea has about 620 miles (1,000 kilome-
ters) of coastline along the west coast of the Red Sea.
To the north and northwest, the country borders
the Sudan, to the south, Ethiopia, and to the south-
west, Djibouti. Eritrean territory covers about
48,000 square miles (125,000 square kilometers)
and contains a wide variety of rugged landscapes:
mountains, desert, highland plateau, lowland
plains, and off the coast some 150 coral islands. The
topographical variety has affected the social organi-
zation and mode of production of the country’s

nine ethnic groups. In the highland plateau, people
live in small villages conducting subsistence plow-
agriculture. Many of the lowland groups, however,
lead semi-nomadic pastoral or agro pastoral lives.
The Eritrean capital, Asmara, is located in the high-
land plateau, the home region of the biggest ethnic
group, the Tigrinya.

Demography. The population in Eritrea is approx-
imately three to three-and-a-half million (1994),
divided between nine ethnic groups. The highland
Tigrinya group constitutes about half of the popu-
lation. More than 75 percent of the population lives
in rural areas.

Linguistic Affiliation. Although the Eritrean Con-
stitution states that all nine ethnic languages in the
country are equal, the government of Eritrea has
two administrative languages: Tigrinya and Arabic.
Tigrinya is a Semitic language also spoken by the
Tigreans of Ethiopia. Arabic was chosen to represent
the lowland Muslim groups in the country. Never-
theless, only one ethnic group, the Rashaida, has
Arabic as a mother tongue, whereas the other
groups use it as a religious language. Many of the
groups are bilingual, and because of the legacy of
Ethiopian domination over Eritrea, many Eritreans
also speak Amharic, the Ethiopian administrative
language. Eritrean pupils are today taught in their
mother tongue in primary levels (one through five),
and English takes over to be the language of instruc-
tion from sixth grade (at least in theory). English is
taught as a second language from second grade. It
appears, however, that Tigrinya is taking over as
the dominant language, since the majority of the
population are Tigrinya-speakers, the biggest
towns are located in the highlands, and most people
in government and the state bureaucracy are from
the Tigrinya ethnic group.

Symbolism. Since Eritreans fought a thirty-year-
long war of liberation (1961–1991) to achieve inde-
pendence from Ethiopian domination, the national
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culture endorsed by the government invokes sym-
bols of war and sacrifice. The three main national
holidays all commemorate the war of liberation: 24
May, Liberation Day; 20 June, Martyr’s Day; and 1
September, a holiday that commemorates the start
of the liberation war. The official Eritrean flag,
adopted in 1993, is a combination of the flag of the
Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, the liberation
movement that achieved a military victory over the
Ethiopian government, and the old flag given to
Eritrea by United Nations in 1952.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The Eritrean-Ethiopian
region has been exposed to population movements
and migrations from northern Africa, across the

Red Sea, and from the south. On the border between
Eritrea and Ethiopia, one also finds traces of some of
Africa’s oldest civilizations. The Axumite empire,
which emerges into the light of history in the first
century C.E., comprised the Akkele-Guzai region of
highland Eritrea and the Agame region of Tigray,
Ethiopia. The empire expanded and its port city of
Adulis, south of present-day Massawa, became an
important trading post hosting ships from Egypt,
Greece, the Arab world, and other far-off areas. In
the early fourth century Enzana, the king of Axum,
converted to Christianity. He thus established
Christianity as the religion of the court and state,
making the Ethiopian/Eritrean Christian Church
one of the oldest in the world. The decline of the
Axumite empire began around 800, when its area of
dominance became too big to administer efficiently.
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Moreover, local resistance and uprisings coupled
with the domination of overseas trade by the Is-
lamic empire in the Middle East led to the collapse of
the kingdom. Ethiopia was subsequently con-
structed on the legacy of Axum.

The Italian colonization of Eritrea in 1890
marked the first time that Eritrean territory was
ruled as a single entity. Under Italian colonial ad-
ministration, infrastructure was developed, and a
modern administrative state structure was estab-
lished. The development of the Eritrean colonial
state helped to create a distinction between Eritreans
as subjects of the Italian crown and their ethnic
brothers in Ethiopia. The notion that Eritrea was
more developed and modern than Tigray and the
rest of Ethiopia helped to boost Eritrean national
consciousness.

Italy—which had occupied Ethiopia in 1935—
saw its dream of an East African empire crushed in
World War II. British forces liberated Ethiopia from
the Italian colonizers and took control of Eritrea in
1941. Eritrea was administered by the British Mili-
tary Administration until 1952, when the United
Nations (UN) federated Eritrea with Ethiopia. Ethio-
pia soon violated the federal arrangement, however,
and in 1962 Ethiopia annexed Eritrea as its four-
teenth province. The year before the annexation, the
Eritrean armed resistance against Ethiopian rule
commenced. It would take thirty years of liberation
war before the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front
managed to oust Ethiopian forces from Eritrean
soil, one of the longest wars of liberation in Africa.
In 1993 the Eritrean people voted overwhelmingly
in favor of independence in a UN-monitored refer-
endum.

National Identity. Eritrea’s long struggle for self-
determination and independence has created a feel-
ing of nationhood based on a common destiny. The
armed struggle was initiated by the Eritrean Libera-
tion Front (ELF) in 1961, but in 1970 an ELF splinter
group formed a new organization that later took
the name Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF).
During periods of the 1970s, a fierce civil war raged
between the ELF and the EPLF. In 1981, the EPLF,
with the help of the Tigrean People’s Liberation
Front in Ethiopia, managed to crush the ELF as a
military organization. From then on, the EPLF de-
liberately used its military struggle and its internal
policy of social revolution—which included land re-
form, gender consciousness, and class equality—to
achieve a national cohesion. The EPLF recruited
fighters from all the country’s ethnic groups. The
fighters and the civilian population in the liberated

areas were educated in Eritrean history and the EPLF
ideology of a strong territorial nationalism.

Following the vote for independence in 1993,
the EPLF took power in Asmara and continued their
centrally-driven nationalistic policies. For instance,
eighteen months of national service became com-
pulsory for all men and women between the ages of
eighteen and fifty-five. Moreover, new multiethnic
regions (zoba) were established in 1997, abolishing
the old ethnicity-based regions (awraja). The stron-
gest force of Eritrean nationalism after indepen-
dence derives from the border wars Eritrea fought
against Yemen, Djibouti, Sudan, and Ethiopia. The
conflict with Ethiopia, which erupted in 1998, esca-
lated into a full-scale war that claimed tens of thou-
sands of casualties. During this war, the majority of
the able-bodied population of Eritrea had to serve in
the national military forces. A peace treaty with
Ethiopia was negotiated by the U.N. and Organiza-
tion of African Unity (OAU) and signed 12 Decem-
ber 2000.

At the turn of the millennium, mounting criti-
cism and resistance, most notably from lowland
groups and intellectuals, against the monopo-
listic role of EPLF was coming to the fore and split-
ting the unitary, nationalistic impression of an all-
embracing Eritrean identity. Much of the criticism
reflected the view that the EPLF was a monopolistic,
Tigrinya-dominated front that was subduing the
interests and cultures of the minority groups.

Ethnic Relations. The highland Tigrinya ethnic
group is the dominant group, numerically, politi-
cally, and economically. There is also a minority
group of Tigrinya-speaking Muslims called Jeberti
in the highlands. The Jeberti, however, are not rec-
ognized as a separate ethnic group by the Eritrean
government. The lowland groups—the Afar, Beja/
Hadarab, Bileyn, Kunama, Nara, Rashaida, Saho,
and Tigre—are all, with the exception of the Tigre,
relatively small and, taken together, they do not
form any homogenous cultural or political blocs.
Traditionally, the relationship between the highland
and lowland groups has been one of tension and
conflict. Raids on livestock and encroachment on
land and grazing rights have led to mutual distrust,
which is still, to a certain degree, relevant in the
relation between the minorities and the state. Many
of the groups are also divided between Eritrea and
Ethiopia, Sudan, and Djibouti, making cross-border
ethnic alliances a possible threat to the national
identity.
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An Eritrean woman harvesting Teff in Geshinashim. The
Eritrean economy is totally dependent on agriculture.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The architecture of Eritrean towns reflects the na-
tion’s colonial past and the shifting influence of
foreign powers. The Italian population in the coun-
try called Asmara ‘‘Little Rome.’’ The city boasts
wide avenues, cafés and pastries, and a host of Ital-
ian restaurants. The port of Massawa, on the other
hand, is influenced by the Ottoman period, the
Egyptian presence, and the long tradition of trade
with far-off countries and ports. In the countryside,
traditional building customs are still upheld. In the
highlands, small stone houses (hidmo) with roofs
made of branches and rocks dominate. The house is
separated into two areas, a kitchen section in the
back and a public room in the front that is also used
as sleeping quarters. The various lowland groups
employ several housing styles, from tentlike struc-
tures (agnet) among the pastoral nomadic groups,
to more permanent straw or stone/mud huts
among the sedentary groups.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Eritrean cuisine is a reflection
of the country’s history. The injerra is commonly
eaten in the rural areas. It is a pancake-like bread

that is eaten together with a sauce called tsebhi or
wat. The sauce may be of a hot and spicy meat
variety, or vegetable based. In the urban centers one
finds the strong influence of Italian cuisine, and
pasta is served in all restaurants. The lowland
groups have a different food tradition than the
highlands with the staple food being a porridge
(asida in Arabic) made of sorghum.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Both
Islam and the Orthodox Christian tradition require
rigorous observance of fasts and food taboos. Sev-
eral periods of fasting, the longest being Lent among
the Orthodox and Ramadan among Muslims, have
to be adhered to by all adults. During religious
celebrations, however, food and beverages are
served in plenty. Usually an ox, sheep, or goat is
slaughtered. The meat and the intestines are served
together with the injerra. Traditional beer (siwa) is
brewed in the villages and is always served during
ceremonial occasions.

Basic Economy. The Eritrean economy is totally
dependent upon agricultural production. Over 75
percent of the population lives in the rural areas and
conducts subsistence agricultural production,
whereas 20 percent is estimated to be traders and
workers. No major goods are produced for export,
but some livestock is exported to the Arabian
peninsula.

Land Tenure and Property. The granting of equal
land right use to all citizens, irrespective of sex,
ethnicity, or social class, has been a political priority
for the EPLF since the days of the armed struggle.
After independence, the Eritrean government passed
a new land proclamation abolishing all traditional
land tenure arrangements, and granting the owner-
ship of all land to the Eritrean state exclusively.
Accordingly, each citizen above the age of eighteen
has the right to receive long-term usufruct rights in
land in the place he or she resides. The Eritrean gov-
ernment has not yet fully implemented the new
land proclamation, and land is still administered
under traditional communal tenure forms. Land
scarcity is widespread in Eritrea, particularly in the
densely populated highland plateau. Thus, any re-
form touching upon the sensitive issue of access to
land necessarily creates controversies.

Commercial Activities. Agricultural production
and petty trade make up the bulk of the commercial
activity in Eritrea. The informal economy is signifi-
cant, since petty traders dominate the many mar-
ketplaces throughout Eritrea, where secondhand
clothing, various equipment, and utensils are sold.
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Major Industries. The marginal industrial base in
Eritrea provides the domestic market with textiles,
shoes, food products, beverages, and building mate-
rials. If stable and peaceful development occurs,
Eritrea might be able to create a considerable tourism
industry based on the Dahlak islands in the Red Sea.

Trade. Eritrea has limited export-oriented industry,
with livestock and salt being the main export goods.

Division of Labor. In urban areas, positions are
filled on the basis of education and experience. Key
positions in civil service and government, however,
are usually given to loyal veteran liberation fighters
and party members.

A large share of trade and commercial activity is
run by individuals from the Jeberti group (Muslim
highlanders). They were traditionally denied land
rights, and had thus developed trading as a niche
activity.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Eritrean society is divided
along ethnic, religious, and social lines. Tradition-
ally, there were low caste groups within many of
the ethnic groups in the country. The last slave was
reportedly emancipated by the EPLF in the late
1970s. The traditional elites were the landowning
families. After land reforms both during and after
the liberation struggle, however, these elites have
ceased to exist. Generally, in the rural areas, the
people live in scarcity and poverty and few distinc-
tions between rich and poor are seen. In the urban
areas, however, a modern elite is emerging, com-
posed of high-ranking civil servants, business-
people, and Eritreans returning from the diaspora in
the United States and Europe.

Symbols of Social Stratification. In the rural
areas, the better-off are able to acquire proper cloth-
ing and shoes. The rich may have horses or mules to
carry them to the market. A sign of prosperity
among the pastoral groups is the display of gold
jewelry on women.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Eritrea is a unitary state with a par-
liamentary system. The parliament elects the presi-
dent, who is head of state and government. The
president appoints his or her own cabinet upon the
parliament’s approval.

No organized opposition to the government
party, the People’s Front for Democracy and Justice

(PFDJ; the re-named EPLF) is allowed in practice.
The new constitution, which was ratified in May
1997 but not put fully into effect, guarantees the
freedom of organization, but it is too early to say
how this will influence the formation of political
parties.

Leadership and Political Officials. The president
of Eritrea, and the former liberation movement
leader, Isaias Afwerki, is the supreme leader of the
country. In addition to serving as president, he fills
the roles of commander-in-chief of the armed forces
and secretary-general of the ruling party, the PFDJ.
He is held in high regard among large portions of
the population because of his skills as the leader of
the liberation movement. Former liberation move-
ment fighters fill almost all positions of trust both
within and outside the government.

Social Problems and Control. With the coming to
power of the EPLF, strong measures were used to
curtail the high rate of criminality in Asmara. At
the turn of the millennium, Eritrea probably
boasted some of the lowest crime rates on the conti-
nent. The people generally pride themselves in being
hard working and honest, and elders often clamp
down on youths who are disrespectful of social and
cultural conventions.

Growing tensions between the lowland minor-
ity groups and the Tigrinya—reinforced by the
Muslim-Christian divide and Ethiopia’s support for
Eritrean resistance movements—may threaten the
internal stability in the country.

Military Activity. As a result of the 1998–2000
war with Ethiopia, Eritrea was characterized as a
militarized society in the early twenty-first cen-
tury. The majority of the population between the
ages of eighteen and fifty-five had been mobilized to
the war fronts, and the country’s meager funds and
resources were being spent on military equipment
and defense. Since Eritrea gained independence in
1993, the country has had military border clashes
with Yemen, Djibouti, and Sudan, in addition to the
war with Ethiopia. This has led to accusations from
the neighboring countries that Eritrea exhibits a
militaristic foreign policy. There are indications that
the Eritrean government uses the military to sus-
tain a high level of nationalism in the country.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The government of Eritrea is concentrating its de-
velopment policies on rural agriculture and food
self-sufficiency. Few resources are available to social
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Women carrying water from a river two hours away from their homes in Adi Baren, Akeleguzay.

welfare programs. Reconstruction of destroyed
properties, resettlement of internally displaced peo-
ple, and demobilization of the army are huge chal-
lenges facing the government. Few national or in-
ternational nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) are allowed to implement social welfare
programs on their own initiative.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

The Eritrean government prides itself on its policy of
self-reliance, rejecting development aid projects that
are not the priority of the government. The majority
of international NGOs were expelled from the coun-
try in 1998, although all were invited back later due
to the humanitarian crisis caused by the war with
Ethiopia. The government restricts the development
of national NGOs, and foreign aid has to be chan-
nelled through governmental organizations.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Since subsistence
agriculture is the main production activity in
Eritrea, the division of labor is influenced by cus-
tom. Women’s input in agricultural production is
vital but certain tasks, such as plowing and sowing,

are conducted only by men. Animals are generally
herded by young boys, while young girls assist in
fetching water and firewood for the household.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Since
Eritrean society is still highly influenced by custom-
ary principles, the status of women in many com-
munities is inferior to that of men. The war of
liberation, where female fighters served side by side
with men, was believed to have changed the status
of women. The EPLF culture of gender equality,
however, did not penetrate deeply into the Eritrean
patriarchal culture. Nevertheless, with the govern-
ment’s policies of modernization and gender aware-
ness, changes are slowly occurring in the status of
Eritrean women.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Customary rules of marriage vary
among the ethnic groups. Generally, girls marry at
an early age, sometimes as young as fourteen. A
large share of the marriages in the rural areas are
still arranged by the family groups of concern.

Domestic Unit. Generally, people live together in
nuclear families, although in some ethnic groups
the family structure is extended. The man is the
public decision-maker in the family, whereas the

E R I T R E A

7 2 9



woman is responsible for organizing the domestic
activities of the household.

Inheritance. Inheritance rules in Eritrea follow the
customary norms of the different ethnic groups.
Generally, men are favored over women, and sons
inherit their parents’ household possessions.

Kin Groups. The nuclear family, although form-
ing the smallest kin unit, is always socially embed-
ded in a wider kin unit. The lineage and/or clan hold
an organizing function in terms of social duties and
obligations and as a level of identity. With the ex-
ception of the Kunama who are matrilineal, all eth-
nic groups in Eritrea are patrilineal, that is, descent
is traced through the male line.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. In all ethnic groups, children are
raised under the strong influence of parents and
close relatives, as well as neighbors and the kin
group. While conducting domestic chores or work-
ing in the fields, mothers usually carry the infants
on their backs.

Child Rearing and Education. From an early age,
both boys and girls are expected to take part in the
household’s activities: boys as herders of the fam-
ily’s livestock, girls as assistants to their mother in
domestic affairs. An increasing number of children
is joining the formal educational system, although
education sometimes conflicts with the children’s
household obligations. In some of the nomadic and
seminomadic communities, children might be un-
able to regularly attend classes in the formal educa-
tional system.

In some ethnic groups, circumcision is used as
an initiation ritual into adulthood. The majority of
both Eritrean men and women are circumcised. Fe-
male circumcision, or female genital mutilation, is
carried out both among Christians and Muslims,
although the type of circumcision differs from
clitoridectomy to infibulation (the removal of the
labia and partial closing of the vagina by approxi-
mating the labia majora in the midline).

Higher Education. The institutions of higher edu-
cation in Eritrea are few, and the only university,
Asmara University, admits a limited number of
students. In the rural areas most people take up
farming, which does not presuppose any formal
education. The better-off families and those with
relatives abroad try to send their children to the
United States or Europe for further education and
work.

Eritrean men have traditionally been considered the family
decision-makers.

ETIQUETTE

Eritreans pride themselves on being hard working
and resilient, and they show great social responsi-
bility. Respect for elders and authority is deeply
rooted. Compared to the urban population of
Asmara, the peasantry keeps a tighter social disci-
pline in relation to open, public affection between
two people of the opposite sex. Boys and men, how-
ever, are frequently seen holding hands as a sign of
friendship.
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All traditional foods are eaten using the right
hand only and without the use of silverware. The
left hand is considered impure.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The population is almost
equally divided between Christians and Muslims,
with the number of Christians being slightly larger.
In addition, there are some followers of traditional
beliefs among the Kunama group. The Orthodox
Christian tradition in Eritrea stretches back to the
fourth century, and Orthodox Christianity forms
an integral part of the Tigrinya cultural expression.
Catholicism and Lutheranism are also represented.
Some syncretism with traditional beliefs is found
among both Christians and Muslims. The govern-
ment has been criticized for discriminating against
and persecuting the country’s Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Religious Practitioners. All Eritreans are either
Christians or Muslims (except a few followers of
traditional religion among the Kunama), thus the
religious practitioners are the formalized clergy and
ulama, respectively. Since the rural Eritrean com-
munity is deeply religious, the clergy and ulama
have an influential position in the everyday lives of
their followers.

Rituals and Holy Places. Since Christianity and
Islam are equally recognized by the state, the main
religious holidays of both faiths are observed, in-
cluding both Christian and Muslim celebrations:
Both Western and Ge’ez Christmas, the Epiphany,
Id Al-Fetir, Good Friday and Ge’ez Easter, Id Al-
Adha, and Mewlid El-Nabi.

Death and the Afterlife. The beliefs and practices
concerning death, funerals, and the afterlife follow
some of the norms of the two religions—Orthodox
(Coptic) Christianity and Islam. Funeral practices,
however, may vary among the ethnic subgroups
who follow Islam.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

The formal health care system is poorly developed.
Poor sanitary conditions in the rural areas and lack
of tap water create a high rate of infant mortality.
Numerous other health problems, including malar-
ia and HIV/AIDS, lack of food and proper water
supplies, and lack of trained personnel, continue to
burden Eritrea’s development of an efficient health
care system. Traditional medical beliefs are wide-
spread in the rural areas.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Upon gaining independence Eritrea changed its cal-
endar from the Julian to the Gregorian. But the
reckoning of time according to the Julian calendar
exists unofficially and is known as the Ge’ez calen-
dar. The official state holidays are: New Year’s Day
(1 January); International Women’s Day (8
March); May Day (1 May); Liberation Day (24
May); Martyr’s Day (20 June); Launching of
Armed Struggle (1 September); Ge’ez New Year (11
September; 12 September in leap years); and Meskel
(the finding of the true cross) celebrations (27–28
September).

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Because of the protracted war of liberation, the de-
velopment of arts and humanities has been hin-
dered. Some new artists in postliberation Eritrea are
emerging, however, with an artistic focus on the
country’s struggle for independence.

Support for the Arts. Since the Eritrean society is
extremely poor, the government needs to prioritize
its funds for development efforts, leaving little for
the arts. However, some support is given to cultural
shows and exhibits that portray the cultural variety
of the Eritrean people. Support is also given to
exhibits and shows that display the hardships and
sacrifices of the thirty-year war of liberation.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The Eritrean government gives priority to building
academic capacity within scientific fields that relate
to the reconstruction of the war-torn country. Pri-
ority is also given to research into the environment
and agricultural production, in order to secure food
self-sufficiency.
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CULTURE NAME

Estonian

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Republic of Estonia; Estonians refer to themselves as
eestlased and to the country as Eesti or Eesti Vabariik.

ORIENTATION

Identification. ’’Eesti’’ can be traced to a first-
century mention by the Roman historian Tacitus of
a people or place called Aestii or Aestui. The name
may derive from a German word referring to the
east. Place names have been traced to this period,
suggesting a link between language and homeland.
The first written evidence of Estonian is in the
Chronican Livoniae (1180–1227), which includes de-
scriptions of the society and a selection of words and
phrases.

Estonians have strong connections to local tra-
ditions related primarily to different dialects and
reinforced by variations in customs and dress. Is-
lands, including Saaremaa, have their own tradi-
tions, and people speak distinctive dialects. Other
local cultures with different dialects include the
mulgid (in southern Viljandimaa), the vorukad
(from Voru), and the setud (from Setumaa, cur-
rently divided by the border between Estonia and
Russia). Despite local attachments, people feel that
they share a common culture. The country has a
sizable community of ethnic Russians whose con-
nections to Estonia have begun to develop only
recently.

Location and Geography. The country is bor-
dered to the west and north by the Baltic Sea, with
Lake Peipsi forming a border with Russia to the east.
Most of the country is at or near sea level. The
lowest areas, encompassing the islands, western Es-
tonia, and the northern coast and extending along

Lake Peipsi, traditionally have been associated with
maritime trade and fishing.

A single state is of recent origin. Estonia was
divided into two provinces—Estland to the north
and Livland (including part of modern Latvia) to the
south—during Polish-Swedish rule from the 1560s
to 1710 and later under imperial Russia.

Demography. In 1999, the population was about
1.45 million. Estonians account for 65 percent of
the population, Russians 28 percent, and Ukrai-
nians 2 percent. Before World War II, the popula-
tion was about 88 percent Estonian. After the war,
the percentage of Estonians steadily declined, reach-
ing a low of 61 percent in 1989, with the Russian
population increasing to 30 percent. The percentage
of Estonians has increased since that time. Approxi-
mately fifty thousand Estonians live in the former
Soviet Union, and another fifty thousand to seventy
thousand reside in North America, Europe, and
Australia.

Linguistic Affiliation. Estonian belongs to the
Finno-Ugric linguistic group, related closely to
Finnish and more distantly to Hungarian and vari-
ous languages spoken in Siberia. Speakers of the
language probably arrived in the region between
2000 and 3000 B.C.E. Until the nineteenth century,
Estonian was spoken by the peasantry, and thus it
is central to the national identity. Until the nation
regained independence, Estonians were more likely
than Russians to speak both Estonian and Russian.
This is changing as citizenship and job opportunities
push Russians toward learning Estonian. English is
gaining popularity as a second or third language.

Symbolism. There is a strong attachment to the
mother tongue (emakeel) and the fatherland
(isamaa). The metaphor of the family is common,
with a sense of belonging reinforced by a shared
understanding of history and roots in rural, peasant
values. These values connect Estonians to nature.
The cornflower and the barn swallow are common
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national symbols, and stone and wood have an or-
ganic meaning for peasants struggling against na-
ture. The national struggle against foreign occupa-
tion is an extension of this historical fight for
survival. The most important political symbols are
the horizontally striped blue, black, and white flag,
symbolizing sky, earth, and virtue and hope, and
the coat of arms featuring three lions. The flag rep-
resents the nation, and its presence atop the Tall
Hermann tower in Tallinn, the capital, represents
national and cultural independence.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Estonia was ruled by
Poles, Danes, Germans, Swedes, and Russians after
the thirteenth century. Before the nineteenth cen-
tury, the national identity was synonymous with
the peasantry. The local nobility and clergy, mer-
chants, and traders were predominantly Baltic Ger-
mans; an Estonian could enter the upper classes
only by adopting the German language and German
customs. Estonians referred to themselves as
maarahvas (‘‘country folk’’) and to a Baltic German
as a saks (short for ‘‘German’’). The first term
showed a connection to a place, while saks was used
to refer to anyone with high status.

The development of a written language was
important to cultural awareness. The first Estonian
book was printed in 1535, and a Bible was published
in 1739. Education in Estonian was a key part of
national development. In addition to the peasant
tradition of teaching children to read at home, an
elementary education system was organized in the
1680s. By 1850, approximately 90 percent of the
population was literate.

From 1802 to 1856, the peasantry was em-
ancipated and granted limited property rights. Al-
though these reforms had little effect, they limited
the power of Baltic Germans and began to separate
ethnic identity from economic status. Under Tsar
Nikolai I, Russification policies were introduced to
assimilate non-Russian populations into the
empire. Under these policies, approximately 17 per-
cent of Estonians were converted to the Russian
Orthodox religion. Apart from the actual number of
conversions, the policy suggested a cultural basis
for challenging the domination of the Baltic Ger-
mans, who used religion to justify the socioeco-
nomic status quo.

The middle of the nineteenth century marked
the beginning of the national awakening. A small
group of intellectuals played a vital role in giving
the traditional culture a national meaning. In 1857,
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a new newspaper, the Perno Postimees (Pärnu
Mailman), published by Johannes Voldemar Jann-
sen, became the first publication to refer to
‘‘Estonian people’’ (eesti rahvas) instead of ‘‘country
folk’’ and catered to a popular readership by pub-
lishing articles in colloquial Estonian that dealt with
everyday concerns. Other newspapers followed, in-
cluding Sakala, edited by Carl Robert Jakobson.
Scholarly interest grew with the founding of the
Estonian Alexander School and the Estonian
Writer’s Society, both headed by Jakob Hurt. Intel-
lectuals also invented traditions. Inspired by the
Finnish Kalevala, Friedrich Robert Faehlmann
outlined and Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald com-
pleted the Estonian epic Kalevipoeg, which was pub-
lished from 1857 to 1861.

Other aspects of culture were adapted from ear-
lier usages and made ‘‘more Estonian’’ as older tra-
ditions such as the wearing of folk clothing and
singing in the traditional style declined. The first
song festival was organized by Jannsen in 1869.
Capitalizing on the popularity of church choirs, the
festival became the most popular national tradition,
although the first one was modest in size and in-
cluded only two Estonian authors. Poetry, long part
of the national song tradition, emerged as a literary
form, with Lydia Koidula (Jannsen’s daughter) the
best loved poet.
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In an attempt to undermine the power of the
Baltic Germans, Russification was reintroduced by
Alexander II and Alexander III. Orders to use Russian
in schools had the unintended effect of uniting Esto-
nians against what they saw as an attack on their
culture.

By the late 1800s, an Estonian identity had been
established and efforts were being made to retrieve
the ‘‘original culture’’ by collecting folk poems,
sayings, and songs. This process became a national
project, pushed originally by Hurt but largely de-
pendent on newspapers. The work later expanded to
include folk art and crafts and led to the creation of a
national museum in 1908.

Nationalism has continued to evolve. After the
Soviet Union occupied the country during World
War II, cultural expression was subject to censor-
ship and the use of symbols associated with inde-
pendence (the flag) was banned.

Estonia was politically independent between
1918 and 1940, and became independent again in
1991. Nationalism survived by adapting forms of
expression that could not be controlled by the Soviet
authorities. Poetry, music, and film commented on
political oppression in ways that only Estonians
could understand. The influence of nationalism was
reflected in the fact that 250,000 people took part in
the 1969 song festival.

National Identity. In both the 1880s and the
1980s, national identity solidified in reaction to
Russification policies imposed by the government.
The ‘‘Letter of Forty,’’ signed by forty well-known
artists and intellectuals in 1980, raised concerns
about the cultural effects of Russification, setting
the stage for the New Awakening in 1987 and
1988.

Ethnic Relations. During the Soviet occupation,
policies encouraging the immigration of Russians to
Estonia reduced the percentage of ethnic Estonians.
The immigrants were seen as occupiers and colo-
nists, and relations between Estonians and Russians
are still strained.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Although built under foreign rule, buildings are
important symbols. City walls, towers, churches,
and fortresses strongly connect Estonians to the
past. Though few unaltered examples remain, the
design of an old Estonian farmhouse is considered
part of the national culture. The timbered house is
long and low, with a relatively low-pitched

thatched roof. Farm buildings are often arranged
around a central yard area. There are regional
variations in fencing, including wood fences (made
of sticks or twigs) and low stone walls (mostly in
coastal areas). Windmills are part of a remembered
past, but only a handful remain for tourist pur-
poses.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. In the fall and winter, soups
and stews predominate, with potatoes a staple at
most meals. In the spring and summer, fresh toma-
toes and cucumbers accompany every meal. Sand-
wiches are common breakfast fare, and coffee is
drunk frequently throughout the day and at social
events. In coastal areas, fish is eaten. Many people
grow fruits, vegetables, and berries during the sum-
mer and can what remains in the fall. Family din-
ners are infrequent, as both parents usually work.
Most families try to share one meal together on the
weekend.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions.
Christmas dinner includes roast pork or goose,
blood sausage, sauerkraut, potatoes, and head
cheese, with gingerbread cookies for dessert. Other
special occasions such as birthdays, weddings, and
funerals do not require special foods, though it is
expected that food will be plentiful. Evening social
gatherings almost always include meals accompa-
nied by vodka.

Basic Economy. Although the culture emphasizes
self-sufficiency, this is no longer possible as Estonia
becomes integrated into the global economy. Local
production, including agriculture, is augmented
by imports, primarily from the European Union.
Only 11 percent of the labor force is employed in
agriculture and forestry. While these residents may
produce enough to be self-sufficient, most citizens
are urbanized and purchase food and other neces-
sities.

Land Tenure and Property. The privatization of
property once controlled by the Soviet state contin-
ues. Not all property can be directly returned to the
original owners. Owners are given vouchers for the
value of the property that can be exchanged for
other property or stock options.

Commercial Activities. In addition to goods for
export, the economy is oriented toward food pro-
duction, clothing, and manufactured goods, espe-
cially the production of spare parts for machinery,
appliances, and automobiles. A large amount of
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Houses in Tallinn, Estonia. Buildings are important symbols to Estonians, who view the structures as an important link to
the past.

wealth has been generated by privatization, as com-
mercial interests compete to buy out smaller enter-
prises that have managed to acquire property.

Major Industries. Light manufacturing and tex-
tiles are important for both foreign and domestic
markets. Oil shale is mined and used primarily to
produce electricity.

Trade. Exports include machinery, parts, and elec-
trical equipment (20 percent of exports in 1998),
timber and wood products, textiles, and clothing.
The main export markets are Finland, Sweden, and
Russia. Imports include machinery and appliances
(26 percent), foodstuffs (15 percent), chemical
products (10 percent), metals (9 percent), and tex-
tiles (8 percent). The primary source of imports is
Finland, followed by Russia, Sweden, and Germany.

Division of Labor. In the transition to a market
economy, nearly all jobs give priority to younger
workers. Education affords status to any employee
even if his or her background is in a different field.
Privatization has brought back family farms, but
they are unlikely to survive the transition to mem-
bership in the European Union. Heavy industry and
factory jobs have been cut, leaving many Russian
workers unemployed.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Caste. The top 20 percent of the pop-
ulation earns 40 percent of the total income, while
the bottom 20 percent earns only 2 percent. In-
equality has increased dramatically since 1991, but
the trend has slowed since 1996.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The nouveau
riche engage in many forms of conspicuous con-
sumption, including expensive cars, cellular
phones, designer clothing, and the display of trophy
wives and mistresses.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. In a parliamentary democracy with
a state assembly (Riigikogu) of 101 members, the
government is headed by a prime minister. The
president is the ceremonial head of state and is
elected by the assembly.

Leadership and Political Officials. Candidates
for political office usually are drawn from a rela-
tively small circle. Officials who leave office fre-
quently work in prominent positions in govern-
ment or private business. The current political
parties are the Pro Patria Union, the Centrist Party,
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Harju Street in Tallinn.

the Coalition Party, the Estonian People’s Union, the
Moderate Party, the Reform Party, and the United
People’s Party Fraction.

Social Problems and Control. The police operate
at the national level. There is a three-tiered legal sys-
tem: city and county and administrative courts,
which hear criminal, civil, and investigative cases;
appellate circuit courts; and a supreme court, which
hears appeals and constitutional cases. The police and
judicial systems are perceived as corrupt and are not
trusted. People try to avoid any situation in which
the authorities may get involved. Theft and burglary
are overwhelmingly the largest crime problems.

Military Activity. Men serve one year in the mili-
tary. Military service is unpopular and carries little
prestige. There is an army, a navy, and a limited air
defense system, as well as an internal security force,
which is primarily the border patrol. Combined,
there are about 4,500 people in the armed services.
In addition, the Defense League (Kaitseliit) has about
6,000 volunteer members.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

There are limited unemployment benefits, and the
elderly receive social security payments. Pensioners
consider their benefits inadequate.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

There are more than 5,700 civic groups and organi-
zations, along with 3,145 nonprofit organizations.
Most have organized only recently and are un-
derstaffed and poorly funded.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Young women are
given jobs in the most visible positions in the service
sector, such as retail sales, bank tellers, and
secretarial work. Men are almost always preferred
for executive positions because they are considered
more dependable and less emotional. Although
there are some women in politics, they are under-
represented in the government.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Women
are expected to defer to men even when male views
are seen as wrong or incorrect. However, women’s
rights are legally protected by the Constitution,
which explicitly forbids gender discrimination.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. There are no formal or informal restric-
tions on marriage. Marriage to non-Estonians, es-
pecially Russians, is not welcomed but is not forbid-
den. It is estimated that more than half of all
marriages end in divorce.

Domestic Unit. The family includes a husband, a
wife, and an average of one child. It is not unusual
for an elderly parent to live with the family. Both
parents are likely to work, but the wife is responsi-
ble for household chores. Whether living in the
household or separately, grandparents often help
with child care.

Inheritance. Private and personal property can be
inherited, usually by the children of the deceased.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Very small children usually do not
leave the home but are taken for walks to get fresh
air, which is considered healthy. Crying babies are
picked up and calmed by their parents.

Child Rearing and Education. Children are al-
lowed to explore and play on their own. Education
is highly valued, and a child is expected to learn how
to read, write, and do simple math at home.
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Higher Education. A university education is
prized and confers a high status.

ETIQUETTE

Estonians are socially introverted and maintain a
distance in public and private spaces. People move
relatively quickly, seldom make eye contact, and
talk in hushed tones in public. Russians are per-
ceived as being loud, boisterous, and not respectful
of personal space.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The Evangelical Lutheran
Church is the largest denomination, with about
185,000 members. There is a dispute between the
Estonian Apostolic Orthodox Church (EAOC) and
the Russian Orthodox Church; more ethnic Esto-
nians belong to the EAOC, which has approxi-
mately three thousand members. Other churches
have small but growing congregations. Most people
attend church only at Christmas and do not con-
sider themselves religious, although they believe in
an afterlife and have some concept of fate. Astrol-
ogy, supernatural beliefs, and shamanism (from
the country’s pre-Christian roots) have gained ac-
ceptance.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Doctors and modern medicine are beginning to be
trusted. For common illnesses, people rely on tradi-
tional home remedies.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Traditional weddings are two- or three-day events
that include games and generous amounts of food
and drink. Birthdays are always celebrated, and
christenings and confirmations are celebrated with
large parties. The most important holiday remains
Christmas. Despite Soviet opposition, Christmas
trees were decorated and traditional foods were
served. New Year’s Eve is considered part of the
Christmas holidays. A sauna before midnight
cleanses the body and spirit for the upcoming year.

The old folk calender included many days that
influenced farming decisions. On Shrove Tuesday,
people still go sledding to make flax plants grow
taller. On Saint John’s Eve (23 June), nearly all
Estonians go to the countryside to celebrate mid-
summer with large bonfires. Saint Martin’s Day
(10 November) and Saint Catherine’s Day (25
November) are celebrated with children dressing up

A member of an Estonian folk music group performing near
Tallinn.

in costumes and going door to door to perform for
treats.

State holidays with official governmental cele-
brations include Independence Day (24 February),
Victory Day (23 June), and Independence Restora-
tion Day (20 August).

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Formerly state-subsidized,
artists are now self-supporting.
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Literature. Nationalism has depended on writing,
and Estonians self-identify themselves in fictional
works. Early novels mirrored rural hardships in
distinctively Estonian settings. In the 1960s, writers
began to comment on the lack of cultural and politi-
cal freedom. Jaan Kross reinvented Estonian cul-
tural heroes in his historical novels.

Graphic Arts. Applied arts, including pottery, ce-
ramics, and textiles, often incorporate national
motifs.

Performance Arts. Drama, ballet, and opera have
been popular since the nineteenth century. Estonian
classical music has gained global recognition
through the composers Arvo Pärt, Veljo Tormis,
and Eduard Tubin and the conductors Eri Klas and
Neeme Järvi.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Funding comes from international sources, and re-
search frequently is completed in other countries.
The study of genetic diseases and gene therapy has

been established. Tartu University is known for
work in linguistics and semiotics.
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CULTURE NAME

Ethiopian

ORIENTATION

Identification. The name ‘‘Ethiopia’’ derives from
the Greek ethio, meaning ‘‘burned’’ and pia, mean-
ing ‘‘face’’: the land of burned-faced peoples.
Aeschylus described Ethiopia as a ‘‘land far off, a
nation of black men.’’ Homer depicted Ethiopians as
pious and favored by the gods. These conceptions of
Ethiopia were geographically vague.

In the late nineteenth century, Emperor Menelik
II expanded the country’s borders to their present
configuration. In March 1896, Italian troops at-
tempted to enter Ethiopia forcibly and were routed
by Emperor Menelik and his army. The battle of
Adwa was the only victory of an African army over
a European army during the partitioning of Africa
which preserved the country’s independence. Ethio-
pia is the only African country never to have been
colonized, although an Italian occupation occurred
from 1936 to 1941.

In addition to the monarchy, whose imperial
line can be traced to King Solomon and the Queen of
Sheba, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church was a major
force in that, in combination with the political sys-
tem, it fostered nationalism with its geographic
center in the highlands. The combination of church
and state was an indissoluble alliance that con-
trolled the nation from King ‘Ēzānā’s adoption of
Christianity in 333 until the overthrow of Haile
Selassie in 1974. A socialist government (the Derge)
known for its brutality governed the nation until
1991. The Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Demo-
cratic Front (EPRDF) defeated the Derge, established
democratic rule, and currently governs Ethiopia.

The last twenty-five years of the twentieth cen-
tury have been a time of revolt and political unrest
but represent only a small portion of the time dur-
ing which Ethiopia has been a politically active en-

tity. Unfortunately, however, the country’s inter-
national standing has declined since the reign of
Emperor Selassie, when it was the only African
member of the League of Nations and its capital,
Addis Ababa, was home to a substantial interna-
tional community. War, drought, and health prob-
lems have left the nation one of the poorest African
countries economically, but the people’s fierce inde-
pendence and historical pride account for a people
rich in self-determination.

Location and Geography. Ethiopia is the tenth
largest country in Africa, covering 439,580 square
miles (1,138,512 square kilometers) and is the
major constituent of the landmass known as the
Horn of Africa. It is bordered on the north and
northeast by Eritrea, on the east by Djibouti and
Somalia, on the south by Kenya, and on the west
and southwest by Sudan.

The central plateau, known as the highlands, is
surrounded on three sides by desert with a signifi-
cantly lower elevation. The plateau is between six
thousand and ten thousand feet above sea level,
with the highest peak being Ras Deshan, the fourth-
tallest mountain in Africa. Addis Ababa is the third-
highest capital city in the world.

The Great Rift Valley (known for discoveries of
early hominids such as Lucy, whose bones reside in
the Ethiopian National Museum) bisects the central
plateau. The valley extends southwest through the
country and includes the Danakil Depression, a des-
ert containing the lowest dry point on the earth. In
the highlands is Lake Tana, the source of the Blue
Nile, which supplies the great majority of water to
the Nile River Valley in Egypt.

Variation in altitude results in dramatic cli-
matic variation. Some peaks in the Simyen Moun-
tains receive periodic snowfall, while the average
temperature of the Danakil is 120 degrees Fahren-
heit in the day time. The high central plateau is
mild, with a mean average temperature of 62 de-
grees Fahrenheit.
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The bulk of the rain in the highlands falls in the
major rainy season from mid-June to mid-Septem-
ber, with an average of forty inches of rain during
that season. A minor rainy season occurs from Feb-
ruary to April. The northeastern provinces of Tigre
and Welo are prone to drought, which tends to
occur about once every ten years. The remainder of
the year is generally dry.

Demography. In the year 2000, the population
was approximately 61 million, with over eighty
different ethnic groups. The Oromo, Amhara, and
Tigreans account for more than 75 percent of the
population, or 35 percent, 30 percent, and 10 per-
cent respectively. Smaller ethnic groups include the

Somali, Gurage, Afar, Awi, Welamo, Sidamo, and
Beja.

The urban population is estimated to be 11
percent of the total population. The rural lowland
population is composed of many nomadic and
seminomadic peoples. The nomadic peoples sea-
sonally graze livestock, while the seminomadic peo-
ples are subsistence farmers. The rural highlands
economy is based on agriculture and livestock
raising.

Linguistic Affiliation. There are eighty-six
known indigenous languages in Ethiopia: eighty-
two spoken and four extinct. The vast majority of
the languages spoken in the country can be classi-
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fied within three families of the Afro-Asiatic super
language family: the Semitic, Cushitic, and Omotic.
Semitic-language speakers predominantly live in
the highlands in the center and north. Cushitic-lan-
guage speakers live in the highlands and lowlands of
the south-central region as well as in the north-
central area. Omotic speakers live predominantly in
the south. The Nilo-Saharan super language family
accounts for about 2 percent of the population, and
these languages are spoken near the Sudanese
border.

Amharic has been the dominant and official
language for the last 150 years as a result of the
political power of the Amhara ethnic group. The
spread of Amharic has been strongly linked to Ethi-
opian nationalism. Today, many Oromo write their
language, Oromoic, using the Roman alphabet as a
political protest against their history of domination
by the Amhara, who account for significantly less
of the population.

English is the most widely spoken foreign lan-
guage and the language in which secondary school
and university classes are taught. French is heard
occasionally in parts of the country near Djibouti,
formerly French Somaliland. Italian can be heard on
occasion, particularly among the elderly in the Ti-
gre region. Remnants of the Italian occupation dur-
ing World War II exist in the capital, such as the use
of ciao to say ‘‘good-bye.’’

Symbolism. The monarchy, known as the Solo-
monic dynasty, has been a prominent national
symbol. The imperial flag consists of horizontal
stripes of green, gold, and red with a lion in the
foreground holding a staff. On the head of the staff
is an Ethiopian Orthodox cross with the imperial
flag waving from it. The lion is the Lion of Judah,
one of the many imperial titles signifying descent
from King Solomon. The cross symbolizes the
strength and reliance of the monarchy on the Ethio-
pian Orthodox Church, the dominant religion for
the last sixteen hundred years.

Today, twenty-five years after the last emperor
was dethroned, the flag consists of the traditional
green, gold, and red horizontal stripes with a five-
pointed star and rays emitting from its points in the
foreground over a light blue circular background.
The star represents the unity and equity of the vari-
ous ethnic groups, a symbol of a federalist govern-
ment based on ethnic states.

Sovereignty and freedom are characteristics and
thus symbols of Ethiopia both internally and exter-
nally. Many African nation-states, such as Ghana,
Benin, Senegal, Cameroon, and the Congo adopted

Ethiopia’s colors for their flags when they gained
independence from colonial rule.

Some Africans in the diaspora established a reli-
gious and political tradition deemed Ethiopianism.
Proponents of this movement, which predates pan-
Africanism, appropriated the symbol of Ethiopia to
liberate themselves from oppression. Ethiopia was
an independent, black nation with an ancient Chris-
tian Church that was not a colonial biproduct. Mar-
cus Garvey spoke of viewing God through the spec-
tacles of Ethiopia and often quoted Psalm 68:31,
‘‘Ethiopia shall stretch her hands unto God.’’ From
Garvey’s teachings, the Rastafarian movement
emerged in Jamaica in the 1930s. The name
‘‘Rastafari’’ is derived from Emperor Haile Selassie,
whose precoronation name was Ras Tafari Makon-
nen. ‘‘Ras’’ is both a princely and a military title
meaning ‘‘head’’ in Amharic. There is a population
of Rastafarians living in the town of Shashamane,
which was part of a land grant given to the Ethio-
pian World Federation by Emperor Haile Selassie in
return for support during the Italian occupation
during World War II.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Ethiopia was home to
some of the earliest hominid populations and possi-
bly the region where Homo erectus evolved and ex-
panded out of Africa to populate Eurasia 1.8 million
years ago. The most notable paleoanthropological
find in the country was ‘‘Lucy,’’ a female Aus-
tralopithicus afarensis discovered in 1974 and re-
ferred to as Dinqnesh (‘‘you are marvelous’’) by
Ethiopians.

The rise of sizable populations with a writing
system dates back to at least 800 B.C.E. Proto-
Ethiopian script inlaid on stone tablets has been
found in the highlands, notably in the town of
Yeha. The origin of this civilization is a point of
contention. The traditional theory states that immi-
grants from the Arabian peninsula settled in north-
ern Ethiopia, bringing with them their language,
proto-Ethiopian (or Sabean), which has also been
discovered on the eastern side of the Red Sea.

This theory of the origin of Ethiopian civiliza-
tion is being challenged. A new theory states that
both sides of the Red Sea were a single cultural unit
and that the rise of civilization in the Ethiopian
highlands was not a product of diffusion and colo-
nization from southern Arabia but a cultural ex-
change in which the people of Ethiopia played a vital
and active role. During this time period, waterways
such as the Red Sea were virtual highways, result-
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The castle of the Emperor of Fastilida in Gondar.

ing in cultural and economic exchange. The Red Sea
connected people on both coasts and produced a
single cultural unit that included Ethiopia and
Yemen, which over time diverged into different cul-
tures. It is only in Ethiopia that proto-Ethiopian
script developed and survives today in Ge’ez,
Tigrean, and Amharic.

In the first century C.E., the ancient city of
Axum became a political, economic, and cultural
center in the region. The Axumites dominated the
Red Sea trade by the third century. By the fourth
century they were one of only four nations in the
world, along with Rome, Persia, and the Kushan
Kingdom in northern India, to issue gold coinage.

In 333, Emperor ‘Ēzānā and his court adopted
Christianity; this was the same year the Roman
Emperor Constantine converted. The Axumites and
the Romans became economic partners who con-
trolled the Red Sea and Mediterranean Sea trades,
respectively.

Axum flourished through the sixth century,
when Emperor Caleb conquered much of the Ara-
bian peninsula. However, the Axumite Empire
eventually declined as a result of the spread of Islam,
resulting in a loss of control over the Red Sea as well
as a depletion of natural resources in the region that
left the environment unable to support the popula-

tion. The political center shifted southward to the
mountains of Lasta (now Lalibela).

Around 1150, a new dynasty arose in the
mountains of Lasta. This dynasty was called the
Zagwe and controlled much of northern Ethiopia
from 1150 until 1270. The Zagwe claimed de-
scendency from Moses, using genealogy to establish
their legitimacy, a characteristic of traditional Ethi-
opian politics.

The Zagwe were unable to forge national unity,
and squabbling over political power led to a decline
in the dynasty’s authority. A small Christian king-
dom in northern Shewa challenged the Zagwe polit-
ically and economically in the thirteenth century.
The Shewans were led by Yekunno Amlak, who
killed the Zagwe king and proclaimed himself em-
peror. It was Yekunno Amlak who forged national
unity and began constructing the nation.

National Identity. Most historians regard
Yekunno Amlak as the founder of the Solomonic
dynasty. In the process of legitimizing his rule, the
emperor reproduced and possibly created the Kebra
Nagast (Glory of the Kings), which is regarded as the
national epic. The Glory of the Kings is a blend of local
and oral traditions, Old and New Testament themes,
apocryphal text, and Jewish and Muslim commen-
taries. The epic was compiled by six Tigrean scribes,
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who claimed to have translated the text from Arabic
into Ge’ez. Contained within its central narrative is
the account of Solomon and Sheba, an elaborate
version of the story found in I Kings of the Bible. In
the Ethiopian version, King Solomon and the Queen
of Sheba have a child named Menelik (whose name
is derived from the Hebrew ben-melech meaning
‘‘son of the king’’), who establishes a duplicate Jew-
ish empire in Ethiopia. In establishing this empire,
Menelik I brings the Ark of the Covenant with him,
along with the eldest sons of the Israeli nobles. He is
crowned the first emperor of Ethiopia, the founder
of the Solomonic dynasty.

From this epic, a national identity emerged as
God’s new chosen people, heir to the Jews. The Sol-
omonic emperors are descended from Solomon, and
the Ethiopian people are the descendants of the sons
of the Israeli nobles. The descent from Solomon was
so essential to the nationalistic tradition and mo-
narchical domination that Haile Selassie incorpo-
rated it into the country’s first constitution in 1931,
exempting the emperor from state law by virtue of
his ‘‘divine’’ genealogy.

Both the Orthodox Church and the monarchy
fostered nationalism. In the epilogue of the Glory of
the Kings, Christianity is brought to Ethiopia and
adopted as the ‘‘rightful’’ religion. Thus, the empire
was genealogically descended from the great He-
brew kings but ‘‘righteous’’ in its acceptance of the
word of Jesus Christ.

The Solomonic monarchy had a variable degree
of political control over Ethiopia from the time of
Yekunno Amlak in 1270 until Haile Selassie’s
dethroning in 1974. At times the monarchy was
centrally strong, but during other periods regional
kings held a greater amount of power. Menelik II
played a vital role in maintaining a sense of pride in
Ethiopia as an independent nation. On 1 March
1896, Menelik II and his army defeated the Italians
at Adwa. The independence that emerged from that
battle has contributed greatly to the Ethiopian sense
of nationalistic pride in self-rule, and many perceive
Adwa as a victory for all of Africa and the African
diaspora.

Ethnic Relations. Traditionally, the Amhara have
been the dominant ethnic group, with the Tigreans
as secondary partners. The other ethnic groups
have responded differently to that situation. Resis-
tance to Amhara dominance resulted in various
separatist movements, particularly in Eritrea and
among the Oromo. Eritrea was culturally and polit-
ically part of highland Ethiopia since before Axum’s
achievement of political dominance; Eritreans claim

Axumite descendency as much as Ethiopians do.
However, in 1889, Emperor Menelik II signed the
Treaty of Wichale, leasing Eritrea to the Italians in
exchange for weapons. Eritrea was an Italian colony
until the end of World War II. In 1947, Italy signed
the Treaty of Paris, renouncing all its colonial
claims. The United Nations passed a resolution in
1950 establishing Eritrea as a federation under the
Ethiopian crown. By 1961, Eritrean rebels had
begun fighting for independence in the bush. In
November 1962, Haile Selassie abolished the federa-
tion and sent his army to quell any resistance,
forcefully subordinating Eritrea against the will of
its people.

African leaders passed the Cairo Resolution in
1964, which recognized the old colonial borders as
the basis for nation-statehood. Under this treaty,
Eritrea should have gained independence, but be-
cause of Haile Selassie’s international political savvy
and military strength, Ethiopia retained control.
The Eritrean rebels fought the emperor until his
deposition in 1974. When the Derge government
was armed by the Soviets, the Eritreans still refused
to accept external subjugation. The Eritrean People’s
Liberation Front (EPLF) fought side by side with the
EPRDF and ousted the Derge in 1991, at which time
Eritrea became an independent nation-state. Politi-
cal confrontation has continued, and Ethiopia and
Eritrea fought from June 1998 to June 2000 over
the border between the two countries, with each
accusing the other of infringing on its sovereignty.

The ‘‘Oromo problem’’ continues to trouble
Ethiopia. Although the Oromo are the largest ethnic
group in Ethiopia, never in their history have they
maintained political power. During the period of
European colonialism in Africa, the Ethiopian high-
landers undertook an intra-African colonial enter-
prise. Many ethnic groups in the present state of
Ethiopia, such as the Oromo, were subjected to that
colonialization. Conquered ethnic groups were ex-
pected to adopt the identity of the dominant Am-
hara-Tigrean ethnic groups (the national culture). It
was illegal to publish, teach, or broadcast in any
Oromo dialect until the early 1970s, which marked
the end of Haile Selassie’s reign. Even today, after an
ethnic federalist government has been established,
the Oromo lack appropriate political representation.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Traditional houses are round dwellings with cylin-
drical walls made of wattle and daub. The roofs are
conical and made of thatch, and the center pole has
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A traditional Ethiopian rural home built in cylindrical fashion with walls made of wattle and daub.

sacred significance in most ethnic groups, including
the Oromo, Gurage, Amhara, and Tigreans. Varia-
tions on this design occur. In the town of Lalibella
the walls of many houses are made of stone and are
two-storied, while in parts of Tigre, houses are tra-
ditionally rectangular.

In more urban areas, a mixture of tradition and
modernity is reflected in the architecture. The
thatched roofs often are replaced with tin or steel
roofing. The wealthier suburbs of Addis Ababa have
multistory residences made of concrete and tile that
are very western in form. Addis Ababa, which be-
came the capital in 1887, has a variety of architec-
tural styles. The city was not planned, resulting in a
mixture of housing styles. Communities of wattle-
and-daub tin-roofed houses often lie next to neigh-
borhoods of one- and two-story gated concrete
buildings.

Many churches and monasteries in the north-
ern region are carved out of solid rock, including the
twelve rock-hewn monolithic churches of Lalibela.
The town is named after the thirteenth-century
king who supervised its construction. The con-
struction of the churches is shrouded in mystery,
and several are over thirty-five feet high. The most
famous, Beta Giorgis, is carved in the shape of a
cross. Each church is unique in shape and size. The
churches are not solely remnants of the past but

are an active eight-hundred-year-old Christian
sanctuary.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Injera, a spongy unleavened
bread made from teff grain, is the staple of every
meal. All food is eaten with the hands, and pieces of
injera are ripped into bite-sized pieces and used to dip
and grab stews (wat) made of vegetables such as
carrots and cabbage, spinach, potatoes, and lentils.
The most common spice is berberey, which has a red
pepper base.

The food taboos found in the Old Testament are
observed by most people as the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church prescribes them. The flesh of animals with
uncloven hoofs and those that do not chew their
cud are avoided as unclean. It is nearly impossible to
get pork. Animals used for food must be slaugh-
tered with the head turned toward the east while the
throat is cut ‘‘In the name of the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Ghost’’ if the slaughterer is Christian
or ‘‘In the name of Allah the Merciful’’ if the slaugh-
terer is Muslim.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. The cof-
fee ceremony is a common ritual. The server starts a
fire and roasts green coffee beans while burning
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frankincense. Once roasted, the coffee beans are
ground with a mortar and pestle, and the powder is
placed in a traditional black pot called a jebena. Wa-
ter is then added. The jebena is removed from the
fire, and coffee is served after brewing for the proper
length of time. Often, kolo (cooked whole-grain
barley) is served with the coffee.

Meat, specifically beef, chicken, and lamb, is
eaten with injera on special occasions. Beef is some-
times eaten raw or slightly cooked in a dish called
kitfo. Traditionally, this was a staple of the diet, but
in the modern era, many of the elite have shunned it
in favor of cooked beef.

During Christian fasting periods, no animal
products can be eaten and no food or drink can be
consumed from midnight until 3 P.M. This is the
standard way of fasting during the week, and on
Saturday and Sunday no animal products may be
consumed, although there is no time restriction on
the fast.

Honey wine, called tej, is a drink reserved for
special occasions. Tej is a mixture of honey and
water flavored with gesho plant twigs and leaves
and is traditionally drunk in tube-shaped flasks.
High-quality tej has become a commodity of the
upper class, which has the resources to brew and
purchase it.

Basic Economy. The economy is based on agricul-
ture, in which 85 percent of the population partici-
pates. Ecological problems such as periodic drought,
soil degradation, deforestation, and a high popula-
tion density negatively affect the agricultural in-
dustry. Most agricultural producers are subsistence
farmers living in the highlands, while the popula-
tion in the lowland peripheries is nomadic and en-
gages in livestock raising. Gold, marble, limestone,
and small amounts of tantalum are mined.

Land Tenure and Property. The monarchy and
the Orthodox Church traditionally controlled and
owned most of the land. Until the overthrow of the
monarchy in 1974, there was a complex land ten-
ure system; for example, there were over 111 differ-
ent types of tenure in Welo Province. Two major
types of traditional land ownership that are no
longer in existence were rist (a type of communal
land ownership that was hereditary) and gult (own-
ership acquired from the monarch or provincial
ruler).

The EPRDF instituted a policy of public land use.
In rural areas, peasants have land use rights, and
every five years there is a reallotment of land among
farmers to adapt to the changing social structures

of their communities. There are several reasons for
the nonexistence of individual land ownership in
rural areas. If private ownership were legislated, the
government believes that rural class divisions
would increase as a result of a large number of
peasants selling their land.

Commercial Activities. Agriculture is the major
commercial activity. The chief staple crops include a
variety of grains, such as teff, wheat, barley, corn,
sorghum, and millet; coffee; pulses; and oilseed.
Grains are the primary staples of the diet and are
thus the most important field crops. Pulses are a
principal source of protein in the diet. Oilseed con-
sumption is widespread because the Ethiopian Or-
thodox Church prohibits the usage of animal fats
on many days during the year.

Major Industries. After nationalization of the pri-
vate sector before the 1974 revolution, an exodus of
foreign-owned and foreign-operated industry
ensued. The growth rate of the manufacturing
sector declined. Over 90 percent of large scale indus-
tries are state-run, as opposed to less than 10 per-
cent of agriculture. Under the EPRDF administra-
tion, there is both public and private industry.
Public industries include the garment, steel, and tex-
tile industries, while much of the pharmaceuticals
industry is owned by shareholders. Industry ac-
counts for almost 14 percent of the gross domestic
product, with textiles, construction, cement, and
hydroelectric power constituting the majority of
production.

Trade. The most important export crop is coffee,
which provides 65 to 75 percent of foreign ex-
change earnings. Ethiopia has vast agricultural po-
tential because of its large areas of fertile land, a
diverse climate, and generally adequate rainfall.
Hides and skins are the second largest export, fol-
lowed by pulses, oilseed, gold, and chat, a quasi-
legal plant whose leaves possess psychotropic quali-
ties, that is chewed in social groups. The agricul-
tural sector is subject to periodic drought, and poor
infrastructure constrains the production and mar-
keting of Ethiopia’s products. Only 15 percent of
the roads are paved; this is a problem particularly in
the highlands, where there are two rainy seasons
causing many roads to be unusable for weeks at a
time. The two biggest imports are live animals and
petroleum. The majority of Ethiopia’s exports are
sent to Germany, Japan, Italy and the United King-
dom, while imports are primarily brought in from
Italy, the United States, Germany, and Saudi
Arabia.
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A group of women return from Lake Tana with jugs of water. Ethiopian women are traditionally in charge of domestic chores,
while men are responsible for activities outside the home.

Division of Labor. Men do the most physically
taxing activities outside the house, while women
are in charge of the domestic sphere. Young chil-
dren, especially on farms, get involved in household
labor at an early age. Girls usually have a greater
amount of work to do than boys.

Ethnicity is another axis of labor stratification.
Ethiopia is a multi-ethnic state with a history of
ethnic division. Currently, the Tigrean ethnic group
controls the government and holds the core posi-
tions of power in the federal government. Ethnicity
is not the sole basis for employment in the govern-
ment; political ideology also plays an important
role.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. There are four major social
groups. At the top are high-ranking lineages, fol-
lowed by low-ranking lineages. Caste groups,
which are endogamous, with group membership
ascribed by birth and membership associated with
concepts of pollution, constitute the third social
stratum. Slaves and the descendants of slaves are
the lowest social group. This four-tier system is
traditional; the contemporary social organization is
dynamic, especially in urban areas. In urban soci-

ety, the division of labor determines social class.
Some jobs are esteemed more than others, such as
lawyers and federal government employees. Many
professions carry negative associations, such as
metal workers, leather workers, and potters, who
are considered of low status and frequently are iso-
lated from mainstream society.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Symbols of so-
cial stratification in rural areas include the amount
of grain and cattle a person possesses. While the
symbols of wealth in urban areas are different, it is
still these symbols which index high social status.
Wealth is the chief criterion for social stratification,
but the amount of education, the neighborhood in
which one lives, and the job one holds are also sym-
bols of high or low status. Automobiles are difficult
to obtain, and the ownership of a car is a symbol of
wealth and high status.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. For almost sixteen hundred years,
the nation was ruled by a monarchy with close ties
to the Orthodox Church. In 1974, Haile Selassie, the
last monarch, was overthrown by a communist
military regime known as the Derge. In 1991, the
Derge was deposed by the EPRDF (internally com-
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posed of the Tigrean People’s Liberation Front, the
Oromo People’s Democratic Organization, and the
Amhara National Democratic movement), which
established a ‘‘democratic’’ government.

Ethiopia is currently an ethnic federation com-
posed of eleven states that are largely ethnically
based. This type of organization is intended to mini-
mize ethnic strife. The highest official is the prime
minister, and the president is a figurehead with no
real power. The legislative branch consists of a
bicameral legislation in which all people and eth-
nicities can be represented.

Ethiopia has not achieved political equality. The
EPRDF is an extension of the military organization
that deposed the former military dictatorship, and
the government is controlled by the Tigrean People’s
Liberation Front. Since the government is ethnically
and militarily based, it is plagued by all the prob-
lems of the previous regimes.

Leadership and Political Officials. Emperor
Haile Selassie ruled from 1930 until 1974. During
his lifetime, Selassie built massive infrastructure
and created the first constitution (1931). Haile
Selassie led Ethiopia to become the only African
member of the League of Nations and was the first
president of the Organization of African Unity,
which is based in Addis Ababa. Micromanaging a
nation caught up with the emperor in old age, and
he was deposed by the communist Derge regime led
by Lieutenant Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam.
Mengistu assumed power as head of state after hav-
ing his two predecessors killed. Ethiopia then be-
came a totalitarian state financed by the Soviet
Union and assisted by Cuba. Between 1977 and
1978, thousands of suspected Derge oppositionists
were killed.

In May 1991, the EPRDF forcefully took Addis
Ababa, forcing Mengistu into asylum in Zimbabwe.
Leader of the EPRDF and current prime minister
Meles Zenawi pledged to oversee the formation of
a multiparty democracy. The election of a 547-
member constituent assembly was held in June
1994, and the adoption of the Federal Democratic
Republic of Ethiopia’s constitution ensued. Elections
for the national parliament and regional legislatures
were held in May and June of 1995, although most
opposition parties boycotted the elections. A land-
slide victory was achieved by the EPRDF.

The EPRDF, along with 50 other registered po-
litical parties (most of which are small and ethni-
cally based), comprise Ethiopia’s political parties.
The EPRDF is dominated by the Tigrean People’s
Liberation Front (TPLF). Because of that, after inde-

Workers installing a water pipeline for irrigation in Hitosa.

pendence in 1991, other ethnically-based political
organizations withdrew from the national govern-
ment. One example is the Oromo Liberation Front
(OLF), which withdrew in June of 1992.

Social Problems and Control. Ethiopia is safer
than the neighboring countries, particularly in ur-
ban areas. Ethnic issues play a role in political life,
but this does not usually result in violence. Chris-
tians and Muslims live together peacefully.

Theft occurs infrequently in Addis Ababa and
almost never involves weapons. Robbers tend to
work in groups, and pickpocketing is the usual
form of theft. Homelessness in the capital is a seri-
ous social problem, especially among the youth.
Many street children resort to theft to feed them-
selves. Police officers usually apprehend thieves but
rarely prosecute and often work with them, split-
ting the bounty.

Military Activity. The Ethiopian military is called
the Ethiopian National Defence Force (ENDF) and is
comprised of approximately 100,000 personnel,
making it one of the largest military forces in Af-
rica. During the Derge regime, troups numbered
around one-quarter of a million. Since the early
1990s, when the Derge was overthrown, the ENDF
has been in transition from a rebel force to a profes-
sional military organization trained in demining,
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humanitarian and peacekeeping operations, and
military justice.

From June 1998 until the summer of 2000,
Ethiopia was involved in the largest war on the
African continent with its northern neighbor,
Eritrea. The war was essentially a border conflict.
Eritrea was occupying the towns of Badme and
Zalambasa, which Ethiopia claimed was sovereign
territory. The conflict can be traced to Emperor
Menelik, who sold Eritrea to the Italians in the late
nineteenth century.

Large-scale fighting occurred in 1998 and 1999
with no change in the combatants’ positions. Dur-
ing the winter months, fighting was minimal be-
cause of the rains, which make it difficult to move
armaments. In the summer of 2000, Ethiopia
achieved large-scale victories and marched through
the contested border area into Eritrean territory.
After these victories, both nations signed a peace
treaty, which called for United Nations peacekeep-
ing troops to monitor the contested area and profes-
sional cartographers to demarcate the border. Ethi-
opian troops withdrew from undisputed Eritrean
territory after the treaty was signed.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Traditional associations are the major sources of
social welfare. There are many different types of
social welfare programs in different parts of the
country; these programs have religious, political,
familial, or other bases for their formation. Two of
the most prevalent are the iddir and debo systems.

An iddir is an association that provides financial
assistance and other forms of aid for people in the
same neighborhood or occupation and between
friends or kin. This institution became prevalent
with the formation of urban society. The main ob-
jective of an iddir is to assist families financially
during times of stress, such as illness, death, and
property losses from fire or theft. Recently, iddirs
have been involved in community development, in-
cluding the construction of schools and roads. The
head of a family who belongs to an iddir contributes
a certain amount of money every month to benefit
individuals in times of emergency.

The most widespread social welfare association
in rural areas is the debo. If a farmer is having
difficulty tending his fields, he may invite his neigh-
bors to help on a specific date. In return, the farmer
must provide food and drink for the day and con-
tribute his labor when others in the same debo re-
quire help. The debo is not restricted to agriculture
but is also prevalent in housing construction.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are the
main sources of aid to alleviate rural poverty. The
Swedish International Development Agency was
the first NGO in Ethiopia in the 1960s, focusing on
rural development. Drought and war have been the
two biggest problems in recent years. NGOs played
a crucial role in famine relief in Welo and Tigre
during the 1973–1974 and 1983–1984 famines
through the coordination of the Christian Relief and
Development Association. In 1985, the Churches
Drought Action Africa/Ethiopia formed a joint relief
partnership to distribute emergency food relief to
areas controlled by rebel forces.

When the EPRDF took power in 1991, a large
number of donor organizations supported and
funded rehabilitation and development activities.
Environmental protection and food-based pro-
grams take precedence today, although develop-
ment and preventive health care are also activities
on which NGO focuses.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Traditionally, labor
has been divided by gender, with authority given to
the senior male in a household. Men are responsible
for plowing, harvesting, the trading of goods, the
slaughtering of animals, herding, the building of
houses, and the cutting of wood. Women are re-
sponsible for the domestic sphere and help the men
with some activities on the farm. Women are in
charge of cooking, brewing beer, cutting hops, buy-
ing and selling spices, making butter, collecting and
carrying wood, and carrying water.

The gender division in urban areas is less pro-
nounced than it is in the countryside. Many women
work outside of the home, and there tends to be a
greater awareness of gender inequality. Women in
urban areas are still responsible, with or without a
career, for the domestic space. Employment at a
baseline level is fairly equivalent, but men tend to be
promoted much faster and more often.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Gender
inequality is still prevalent. Men often spend their
free time socializing outside the home, while
women take care of the household. If a man partici-
pates in domestic activities such as cooking and
child rearing, he may become a social outcast.

The education of boys is stressed more than that
of girls, who are supposed to help with household
work. Girls are restricted from leaving the home
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and engaging in social activities with friends much
more than boys are.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Traditional marriage customs vary by
ethnic group, although many customs are trans-
ethnic. Arranged marriages are the norm, although
this practice is becoming much less common, espe-
cially in urban areas. The presentation of a dowry
from the male’s family to the female’s family is
common. The amount is not fixed and varies with
the wealth of the families. The dowry may include
livestock, money, or other socially valued items.

The proposal usually involves elders, who
travel from the groom’s house to the parents of the
bride to ask for the marriage. The elders are tradi-
tionally the individuals who decide when and where
the ceremony takes place. Both the bride’s and
groom’s families prepare food and drink for the cer-
emony by brewing wine and beer and cooking food.
A great deal of food is prepared for the occasion,
especially meat dishes.

Christians often wed in Orthodox churches, and
a variety of wedding types exist. In the takelil type,
the bride and groom participate in a special cere-
mony and agree never to divorce. This type of com-
mitment has become rare in recent years. Wedding
garb in the cities is very western: suits and tuxedos
for the men and a white wedding gown for the
bride.

Domestic Unit. The basic family structure is much
larger than the typical Western nuclear unit. The
oldest male is usually the head of the household and
is in charge of decision making. Men, usually hav-
ing the primary income, control the family eco-
nomically and distribute money. Women are in
charge of domestic life and have significantly more
contact with the children. The father is seen as an
authority figure.

Children are socially required to care for their
parents, and so there are often three to four genera-
tions in a household. With the advent of urban
living, however, this pattern is changing, and chil-
dren often live far from their families and have a
much harder time supporting them. Urbanites have
a responsibility to send money to their families in
rural areas and often try their best to relocate their
families to the cities.

Inheritance. Inheritance laws follow a fairly regu-
lar pattern. Before an elder passes away he or she
orally states his or her wishes for the disposal of
possessions. Children and living spouses are typi-

An Ethiopian woman looking at fabric in Fasher.

cally the inheritors, but if an individual dies without
a will, property is allotted by the court system to
the closest living relatives and friends. Land, al-
though not officially owned by individuals, is in-
heritable. Men are more privileged then females and
usually receive the most prized properties and
equipment, while women tend to inherit items as-
sociated with the domestic sphere.

Kin Groups. Descent is traced through both the
mother’s and father’s families, but the male line is
more valued than the female. It is customary for a
child to take the father’s first name as his or her last
name. In rural areas, villages are often composed of
kin groups that offer support during difficult times.
The kin group in which one participates tends to be
in the male line. Elders are respected, especially men,
and are regarded as the source of a lineage. In gen-
eral, an elder or groups of elders are responsible for
settling disputes within a kin group or clan.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Children are raised by the extended
family and community. It is the primary duty of
the mother to care for the children as part of her
domestic duties. If the mother is not available, the
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Colorfully robed deacons at the Timkat Festival in Lalibela.

responsibility falls to the older female children as
well as the grandmothers.

In urban society, where both parents often
work, babysitters are employed and the father takes
a more active role in child care. If a child is born out
of wedlock, whoever the women claims is the father
is required by law to support the child economi-
cally. If parents get divorced, a child five years old or
older is asked with whom he or she wants to live.

Child Rearing and Education. During early
childhood, children have the greatest exposure to
their mothers and female relatives. At around the
age of five, especially in urban areas, children start
attending school if their families can afford the fees.
In rural areas, schools are few and children do farm
work. This means a very low percentage of rural
youth attend school. The government is trying to
alleviate this problem by building accessible schools
in rural areas.

The patriarchal structure of society is reflected
in the stress on education for boys over girls.
Women face discrimination problems as well as
physical abuse in school. Also, the belief still exists
that females are less competent then males and that
education is wasted on them.

Higher Education. Children who do well in ele-
mentary school go on to secondary school. It is felt
that missionary schools are superior to government
schools. Fees are required for missionary schools,
although they are reduced considerably for reli-
gious adherents.

University is free, but admission is extremely
competitive. Every secondary student takes a stan-
dardized examination to get into college. The accep-
tance rate is approximately 20 percent of all the
individuals who take the tests. There is a quota for
the various departments, and only a certain number
of individuals are enrolled in their desired majors.
The criterion is the grades of first-year students;
those with the highest marks get the first choice. In
1999, enrollment at Addis Ababa University was
approximately 21,000 students.

ETIQUETTE

Greeting takes the form of multiple kisses on both
cheeks and a plethora of exchanged pleasantries.
Any hint of superiority is treated with contempt.
Age is a factor in social behavior, and the elderly are
treated with the utmost respect. When an elderly
person or guest enters a room, it is customary to
stand until that person is seated. Dining etiquette is
also important. One must always wash the hands
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before a meal, since all food is eaten with the hands
from a communal dish. It is customary for the
guest to initiate eating. During a meal, it is proper
form to pull injera only from the space directly in
front of oneself. Depleted portions are replaced
quickly. During meals, participation in conversa-
tion is considered polite; complete attention to the
meal is thought to be impolite.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. There has been religious free-
dom for centuries in Ethiopia. The Ethiopian Ortho-
dox Church is the oldest sub-Saharan African
church, and the first mosque in Africa was built in
the Tigre province. Christianity and Islam have co-
existed peacefully for hundreds of years, and the
Christian kings of Ethiopia gave Muhammad refuge
during his persecution in southern Arabia, causing
the Prophet to declare Ethiopia exempt from Mus-
lim holy wars. It is not uncommon for Christians
and Muslims to visit each other’s house of worship
to seek health or prosperity.

The dominant religion has been Orthodox
Christianity since King ‘Ēzānā of Axum adopted
Christianity in 333. It was the official religion dur-
ing the reign of the monarchy and is currently the
unofficial religion. Because of the spread of Islam in
Africa, Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity was sev-
ered from the Christian world. This has led to many
unique characteristics of the church, which is con-
sidered the most Judaic formal Christian church.

The Ethiopian Orthodox Church lays claim to
the original Ark of the Covenant, and replicas (called
tabotat) are housed in a central sanctuary in all
churches; it is the tabot that consecrates a church.
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church is the only estab-
lished church that has rejected the doctrine of Pau-
line Christianity, which states that the Old Testa-
ment lost its binding force after the coming of Jesus.
The Old Testament focus of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church includes dietary laws similar to the kosher
tradition, circumcision after the eighth day of birth,
and a Saturday sabbath.

Judaism historically was a major religion, al-
though the vast majority of Ethiopian Jews (called
Beta Israel) reside in Israel today. The Beta Israel
were politically powerful at certain times. Ethiopian
Jews often were persecuted during the last few hun-
dred years; that resulted in massive secret airlifts in
1984 and 1991 by the Israeli military.

Islam has been a significant religion in Ethiopia
since the eighth century but has been viewed as the
religion of the ‘‘outside’’ by many Christians and

scholars. Non-Muslims traditionally have inter-
preted Ethiopian Islam as hostile. This prejudice is a
result of the dominance of Christianity.

Polytheistic religions are found in the lowlands,
which also have received Protestant missionaries.
These Evangelical churches are fast growing, but
Orthodox Christianity and Islam claim the adher-
ence of 85 to 90 percent of the population.

Religious Practitioners. The leader of the Ethio-
pian Orthodox Church is often referred to as the
Patriarch or the Pope by Ethiopians. The Patriarch, a
Copt himself, was traditionally sent from Egypt to
lead the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. This tradition
was abandoned in the 1950s when the Patriarch
was chosen by Emperor Haile Selassie from within
the Ethiopian Church.

The tradition of the Patriarch being sent from
Egypt began in the fourth century. The conversion
of Emperor ‘Ēzānā of Axum to Christianity was
facilitated by a Syrian boy named Frumentious,
who worked in the emperor’s court. After Emperor
‘Ēzānā’s conversion, Frumentious traveled to Egypt
to consult the Coptic authorities about sending a
Patriarch to head the Church. They concluded that
Frumentious would best serve in that role and he
was anointed ‘Abba Salama (father of Peace) and
became the first Patriarch of the Ethiopian Ortho-
dox Church.

Within the Orthodox Church there are several
categories of clergy, including priests, deacons,
monks, and lay-priests. It was estimated in the
1960s that between 10 and 20 percent of all adult
Amhara and Tigrean men were priests. These fig-
ures are much less extraordinary when one consid-
ers that at that time there were 17,000 to 18,000
churches in the Amhara and Tigrean regions in the
north-central highlands.

Rituals and Holy Places. The majority of celebra-
tions are religious in nature. The major Christian
holidays include Christmas on 7 January, Epiphany
(celebrating the baptism of Jesus) on 19 January,
Good Friday and Easter (in late April), and Meskel
(the finding of the true cross) on 17 September.
Muslim holidays include Ramadan, Id Al Adha
(Arafa) on 15 March, and the birthday of Muham-
mad on 14 June. During all religious holidays, ad-
herents go to their respective places of worship.
Many Christian holidays are also state holidays.

Death and the Afterlife. Death is a part of daily
life as famine, AIDS, and malaria take many lives.
Three days of mourning for the dead is the norm.
The dead are buried the day they die, and special
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Taylors’ Street in Harrar. Close living conditions, poor sanitation, and lack of medical facilities has led to an increase of
communicable diseases.

food is eaten that is provided by family and friends.
Christians bury their dead on the grounds of the
church, and Muslims do the same at the mosque.
Muslims read from religious texts, while Christians
tend to cry for their dead during the mourning
period.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Communicable diseases are the primary illnesses.
Acute respiratory infections such as tuberculosis,
upper respiratory infections, and malaria are the
Ministry of Health’s priority health problems.
These afflictions accounted for 17 percent of deaths
and 24 percent of hospital admissions in 1994 and
1995. Poor sanitation, malnutrition, and a shortage
of health facilities are some of the causes of commu-
nicable diseases.

AIDS has been a serious health problem in re-
cent years. AIDS awareness and condom usage are
increasing, however, especially among the urban
and educated populations. In 1988 the AIDS Control
and Prevention Office conducted a study in which
17 percent of the sample population tested posi-
tive for HIV. A total of 57,000 AIDS cases were
reported up to April 1998, almost 60 percent of
which were in Addis Ababa. This places the HIV-

infected population in 1998 at approximately three
million. The urban HIV-positive population is dras-
tically higher than the rural at 21 percent versus
under 5 percent, respectively, as of 1998. Eighty-
eight percent of all infections result from heterosex-
ual transmission, mainly from prostitution and
multiple sex partners.

The federal government has created a National
AIDS Control Program (NACP) to prevent the trans-
mission of HIV and reduce the associated morbidity
and mortality. The goals are to inform and educate
the general population and increase awareness
about AIDS. Prevention of transmission through
safer sexual practices, condom usage, and appropri-
ate screening for blood transfusion are goals of the
NACP.

Government health spending has risen. The ab-
solute level of health expenditure, however, remains
far below the average for other sub-Saharan African
countries. The health system is primarily curative
despite the fact that most health problems are ame-
nable to preventive action.

In 1995-1996, Ethiopia had 1,433 physicians,
174 pharmacists, 3,697 nurses, and one hospital
for every 659,175 people. The physician-to-popu-
lation ratio was 1:38,365. These ratios are very low
in comparison to other sub-Saharan developing

E T H I O P I A

7 5 3



countries, although the distribution is highly un-
balanced in favor of urban centers. For example, 62
percent of the doctors and 46 percent of the nurses
were found in Addis Ababa, where 5 percent of the
population resides.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The major state holidays are New Year’s Day on 11
September, Victory Day of Adwa on 2 March, Ethi-
opian Patriots Victory Day on 6 April, Labor Day on
1 May, and the Downfall of the Derge, 28 May.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Literature. The classical language of Ge’ez, which
has evolved into Amharic and Tigrean, is one of the
four extinct languages but is the only indigenous
writing system in Africa that is still in use. Ge’ez is
still spoken in Orthodox Church services. The devel-
opment of Ge’ez literature began with translations
of the Old and New Testaments from Greek and
Hebrew. Ge’ez was also the first Semitic language to
employ a vowel system.

Many apocryphal texts such as the Book of
Enoch, the Book of Jubilees, and the Ascension of
Isaiah have been preserved in their entirety only in
Ge’ez. Even though these texts were not included in
the Biblical canon, among Biblical scholars (and
Ethiopian Christians) they are regarded as signifi-
cant to an understanding of the origin and develop-
ment of Christianity.

Graphic Arts. Religious art, especially Orthodox
Christian, has been a significant part of the national
culture for hundreds of years. Illuminated Bibles
and manuscripts have been dated to the twelfth cen-
tury, and the eight-hundred-year-old churches in
Lalibela contain Christian paintings, manuscripts,
and stone relief.

Wood carving and sculpture are very common
in the southern lowlands, especially among the
Konso. A fine arts school has been established in
Addis Ababa that teaches painting, sculpture, etch-
ing, and lettering.

Performance Arts. Christian music is believed to
have been established by Saint Yared in the sixth
century and is sung in Ge’ez, the liturgical lan-
guage. Both Orthodox and Protestant music is pop-
ular and is sung in Amharic, Tigrean, and Oromo.
The traditional dance, eskesta, consists of rhythmic
shoulder movements and usually is accompanied
by the kabaro, a drum made from wood and animal
skin, and the masinqo, a single-stringed violin with

an A-shaped bridge that is played with a small bow.
Foreign influences exist in the form of Afro-pop,
reggae, and hip-hop.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The university system fosters academic research in
cultural and physical anthropology, archaeology,
history, political science, linguistics, and theology.
A large percentage of the leading scholars in these
fields went to the University of Addis Ababa. A lack
of funding and resources has constrained the devel-
opment of the university system. The library sys-
tem is inferior, and computers and Internet access
are not available at the university.
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CULTURE NAME

Falklander

ORIENTATION

Identification. The British named the two islands
after the naval officer Viscount Falkland.

Location and Geography. The Falklands, located
approximately 185 miles (480 kilometers) east of
Argentina, consist of two main islands, East Falk-
land and West Falkland, and over two hundred
smaller islets. The combined area is 4,700 square
miles (12,170 square kilometers). The terrain is
mainly hilly to mountainous grassland. Shrubs
abound, but there are no native trees. An impressive
diversity of animal life includes elephant seals, sea
lions, penguins, and other birds.

Demography. As of the year 2000, there was a
population of 2,826 permanent residents, of whom
1,750 lived in the capital, Stanley. The majority are
of British descent, although there are a few immi-
grants from South America, Chile in particular. At
any given time, there are about two thousand Brit-
ish military personnel.

Linguistic Affiliation. English is both the official
language and the language of daily life.

Symbolism. The coat of arms, which appears on
the flag, contains a representation of the sailing ship
Desire, which was the first to reach the islands, and a
white ram symbolizing shepherding, the industry
on which the economy was built.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. It is thought that
Patagonian Indians may have reached the islands by
canoe, but when the Europeans encountered the is-
lands in the seventeenth century, they were
uninhabited. The British landed in 1690 and claimed

the islands. The first settlement was by the French,
at Port Louis on East Falkland in 1764. Spain soon
after pressured the French to leave, and in 1767,
forced the British out of a settlement on West Falk-
land. Argentina claimed the islands in the late
1820s, and the British reclaimed them in 1833. In
the late 1800s, sheep ranching brought some
wealth, and the British declared the islands a colony
in 1892. Although the Argentinian were forced out
in 1833, they did not abandon their claim. In the
late 1960s, Britain began to make moves to hand
over the colony to Argentina. However, the process
was slow, and in 1982, Argentina’s government
staged an invasion. Britain sent troops to retake the
islands. The ensuing war took nearly one thousand
lives (three-quarters of them Argentinian), and af-
ter seventy-two days, Argentina surrendered and
its president resigned. Argentina’s government
holds to the conviction that it will retake the Falk-
lands, although it declines to use military force to
back up its claim.

National Identity. There is no indigenous culture;
the population is entirely imported and mainly Brit-
ish. Despite historical ties to Argentina, most inhab-
itants align themselves with Britain. Since the war
in 1972, they have been developing a relationship
with Chile.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

There is a low population density, with the major-
ity of people living on farms and ranches in rural
settings. Stanley is the only urban center. Its archi-
tecture is British in character.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Food is very similar to British
cuisine in terms of ingredients and preparation. A
common tradition, called the ‘‘smoko,’’ is a
midmorning tea or coffee break. Large ‘‘camp
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breakfasts’’ are popular, especially in rural areas.
Seafood is an important part of the diet.

Basic Economy. The currency is the Falkland
Island pound. There is no unemployment, but
much of the work is seasonal, such as peat cutting
and sheep shearing, and many islanders supplement
their incomes with small-scale mechanical and agri-
cultural projects.

Commercial Activities. The main goods produced
are agricultural. In addition to sheep products
(wool, hides, and meat), the islands grow vegetables
such as potatoes, cabbages, and cauliflower.

Major Industries. Until recently, sheep shearing
and wool processing was the major industry. This
business was incorporated in the Falkland Islands
Company in 1851, included in the British Royal
Charter. The fishing industry has grown rapidly as
a result of the government’s declaration of the Falk-
land Islands Interim Conservation and Management
Zone (FICZ). Between 1985 and 1987, gross na-
tional product tripled.

Trade. The primary products produced for export
are wool, hides, and meat. The main imports are
food, drink, building materials, and clothing. The
major trading partners are the United Kingdom, the
Netherlands, and Japan.

Farms on coastal hills, Kingston, Norfolk Island. Agricultural
products, such as wool, meat, and vegetables are the
foundation of the country’s economy.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The Falklands are governed as a col-
ony of the United Kingdom. The highest political
official is the governor, who is appointed to repre-
sent the British monarchy. Along with an Executive
Council of six, the governor is responsible for ad-
ministration. The Legislative Council is composed of
two ex-officio and eight elected members. There is
universal suffrage. There is a Supreme Court, the
chief justice of which is a nonresident.

Leadership and Political Officials. There are not
any political parties; all officials run as indepen-
dents.

Military Activity. Roughly half the population
consists of British personnel; two thousand troops
are stationed at the Mount Pleasant airport com-
plex.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. Education is free
and compulsory from age six through age fifteen.
There is a primary school and a secondary school in
Stanley, as well as three settlement schools on
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Visitors watch a colony of rockhopping penguins. The Falklands ecosystem includes a wide range of wildlife, including penguins,
sea lions, and elephant seals.

farms in rural areas. Students who do not attend
these schools are home-schooled with the aid of
traveling teachers and radio and telephone lessons.

Higher Education. There are not any institutes of
higher learning, but citizens are eligible to receive
funding for vocational and higher education classes
in Great Britain.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The vast majority of the popu-
lation is Anglican.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

The King Edward VII Hospital in Stanley is the only
hospital. It was destroyed by a fire in 1984 and
rebuilt in 1987. The care provided is free and com-
prehensive, with the exception of eyeglasses, den-
tures, and cosmetic dentistry.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Annual sports meetings take place in Stanley on 26
and 27 December; on West Falkland they are held in
late February or early March. They include horse
racing, bull riding, and sheepdog trials. Also ob-
served are the Queen’s Birthday (21 April), Libera-
tion Day (14 June), Falklands Day (14 August), and
the Battle of the Falklands Remembrance Day (8
December).

BIBLIOGRAPHY
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Falkland Islands Government on the World Wide Web,
www.falklands.gov.fk.
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CULTURE NAME

Faroese

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Føroyar; Fó�røerne

ORIENTATION

Identification. ‘‘Faroe’’ (sometimes ‘‘Faeroe’’)
may mean ‘‘Sheep Islands.’’ The population is mo-
noethnic, but is culturally distinct within Denmark
as a whole. Within Norse Scandinavia, Faroese con-
sider themselves most like Icelanders and least like
Swedes.

Location and Geography. The Faroes include
seventeen inhabited islands and numerous islets.
The area is 540 square miles (1,397 square kilome-
ters). The weather is cool and damp, with frequent
winter storms. The landscape is treeless and moun-
tainous, deeply cut with fjords and sounds along
whose shores nucleated villages lie surrounded by
fields and pastures. The capital has been Tórshavn
since Viking times.

Demography. The total population in 1997 was
44,262, up about threefold since 1901(15,230) and
about eightfold since 1801 (5,265). Tórshavn, with
14,286 inhabitants, is the only city. Klaksvı́k has
4,502 inhabitants, and seven other towns have over
a thousand. The rest of the population (33.2 per-
cent) lives in smaller places.

Linguistic Affiliation. Faroese is a syntactically
conservative west Scandinavian language most
closely related to Icelandic and the western dialects
of Norwegian, from which it apparently began to
diverge significantly after the Reformation while
resisting assimilation to Danish. Reduced to writing
in 1846 and redeployed for modern use since the
late nineteenth century, it is a primary symbol of
national identity, spoken and written by all Faroese.

Faroese are fluent in Danish and increasingly in
English.

Symbolism. Faroese consider themselves ‘‘or-
dinary people’’ living in ‘‘a small country.’’ The
primary symbols of national identity are the lan-
guage, the local past, and the natural environment
as these are articulated in oral and written litera-
ture, folk and scholarly historiography, and appre-
ciations of the natural setting of social life. Other
symbols include the flag (a red cross with a blue
border on a white field, internationally recognized
in 1940), the ancient tradition of ballad-dancing,
the grindadráp (pilot whale slaughter), the old-fash-
ioned garb sometimes worn on holidays, and the
national bird, the oystercatcher.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Settled by the Norse in
the early ninth century, the Faroes became Chris-
tian and tributary to Norway in the early eleventh
century. They remained subject to the Danish-Nor-
wegian Crown after the Lutheran Reformation
(circa 1538). Their point of contact with the Conti-
nent passed from Bergen to Copenhagen in the early
seventeenth century. In 1709, the Faroe trade
(chiefly in exported woolens and imported food-
stuffs and timber) became a royal monopoly. The
Faroes remained subject to the Danish Crown when
Norway passed to Sweden in 1814. In 1816, they
were made a Danish county (amt) and their ancient
parliament, the Løgting, was abolished; it was re-
constituted as an advisory assembly in 1852. The
monopoly was abolished in 1856, allowing the for-
mation of a native middle class. Traditional open-
boat, inshore fishing had already become the
mainstay of the export economy, supporting a pop-
ulation that was growing rapidly after centuries of
stagnation. The economy grew and diversified as
fishing became an increasingly industrialized deep-
water pursuit after about 1880. In 1888, a cul-
turally nationalist movement began to gain a wide
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following. The movement became politicized
around the turn of the century. The nation became
internally self-governing in 1948.

National Identity. The principal factors shaping
national identity have been the long survival of a
distinctive way of life and the vernacular; the con-
tinuing integrity of village society as fishing sup-
planted agriculture; the adoption by an ascendant
middle class of Danish National-Romantic ideals,
including the notion that formal demonstrations of
cultural (chiefly linguistic) distinctiveness should
have political consequences; and the relative ease of
accommodating socioeconomic change within this
ideological framework. Other factors include the
example of Iceland; an increasing estrangement be-
tween the native and Danish elites in the nineteenth
century; and, among both Danes and Faroese, a
continuing tradition of parliamentary government,
the insignificance of religion, race, or noble blood as
markers of cultural distinctiveness, and a mutual
interest in maintaining close cultural, economic,
and constitutional ties.

Ethnic Relations. The nineteenth-century nation-
alist movement’s ideals were largely realized in
1948, when the Faroes won recognition as a cul-

turally distinct, internally self-governing part of
the Danish kingdom. Since then, Faroese citizens
have been legally defined as Danish citizens with
permanent residence in the Faroe Islands, and the
Danish state has recognized the country’s cultural
and political integrity. Faroese nonetheless experi-
ence casual prejudice while in Denmark proper. The
Faroes’ population is essentially monoethnic, and
since immigration from abroad has always been
slight, considerable internal migration weakens re-
gional identities, and political parties and cultural
(including religious) institutions have been na-
tionally rather than regionally based. Informally,
one’s Faroese identity is marked primarily by
speaking Faroese and by having been born or raised
in the country. People recognize differences among
themselves on the basis of dialect differences and
village origins, but these have no political import.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

There is little explicit architectural symbolism. In
formal gatherings, one or more speakers or officials
face an audience either directly from a podium or
from the open end of a U-shaped table. Members of
the audience sit or stand side by side. Ballad-dancers
link arms to form a convoluted circle, becoming
both audience and leader(s). In a home’s more public
spaces (the kitchen and parlor), seats often are ar-
ranged around a table.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. A standard meal consists of a
starch (usually boiled potatoes), a meat (mutton,
fish, pilot whale, fowl), and a fat (tallow, blubber,
butter, or margarine). Meats are wind-cured or
boiled. The main, midday meal ordinarily is eaten in
the kitchen, as are breakfast and supper. Snacks are
taken at work in midmorning and mid-afternoon,
and at any time of day visitors are offered tea or
coffee with cakes, cookies, or bread and butter.
There is no native tradition of restaurant dining or
café going. There are no explicit food taboos, al-
though some things, such as shellfish, are consid-
ered unpalatable.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. There is
no major tradition of ceremonial foods. Alcoholic
drinks are used for toasts on ceremonial occasions
and sometimes are taken in large quantities. How-
ever, only men drink as a rule, and teetotaling con-
victions are widespread.
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Basic Economy. The economy depends almost
entirely on exports of fish and fish products, which
in 1997 accounted for 95.8 percent of exports by
value and made up 41.8 percent of the GDP. The
Faroes also receive substantial subsidies from the
Danish state. The economy is well diversified on this
base. Of the wages and salaries paid in 1997, some
20 percent were in primary production (fishing,
fish farming, agriculture), 17 percent in the secon-
dary sector (fish processing, construction, ship-
yards and shipbuilding, trades, etc.), and the re-
mainder in public administration (16 percent),
social services (12 percent), commerce (10 percent),
etc. Most foodstuffs (except fish, pilot whales,
seabirds, and some mutton, eggs, milk, and pota-
toes) are imported, as well as fuels, building materi-
als, machinery, and clothing. The depletion of fish
stocks, a fall in prices, and heavy indebtedness cre-
ated a social and financial crisis in the early 1990s.
In 1992, the Danish government acknowledged
Faroese control over undersea resources within
Faroese waters. Exploratory drilling for oil is due to
begin soon.

Land Tenure and Property. There are two major
types of land and two major types of land tenure.
Outfield (hagi) is uncultivated upland pasturage
used for summer grazing. Outfield pasturage rights
are associated with rights over patches of infield
(bøur), on which crops—mostly hay and potatoes—
are grown and which is opened for winter pastur-
age for sheep. Infields and outfields are not inter-
nally fenced but are separated by a stone wall. Lands
may be held in leasehold (kongsjør�, ‘‘king’s land’’)
or freehold (ó�alsjør�). King’s land is owned by the
state. Leaseholds are impartible and inherited by
male primogeniture. Freeholdings are divided
among their owners’ male and female heirs. Houses
and house plots are privately owned. Public build-
ings as well as roadways and harborworks are pub-
licly owned. In general, small fishing boats are
owned by individuals, larger vessels by private
companies, and ferries by the state.

Commercial Activities. The nation produces a
wide array of goods and services, ranging from
mutton to hydroelectric power, health care to inter-
island ferry service, stern trawlers to rock music
and retail groceries.

Major Industries. The most important industries
are fishing, fish processing and the construction
trades.

Trade. The main exports are fish and fish products.
Sales of postage stamps and occasionally ships are

also significant. In 1997, the chief export markets
(excluding stamps) were Denmark (30.1 percent)
and other European Union (EU) countries (52.8 per-
cent). The chief sources of imports were Denmark
(30.5 percent), other EU countries (31.6 percent),
and Norway (18.6 percent).

Division of Labor. Jobs are increasingly special-
ized and full-time. They are assigned on the basis of
experience and qualifications such as navigation
and teaching certificates.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Class differences are muted by an egalitarian
ethos, a progressive tax structure, generous mini-
mum wage provisions, a comprehensive social
welfare system, the profitability of manual occu-
pations such as fish processing and construction,
and the ambivalent prestige accorded to non-
manual work. A previous association between
Danishness and a relatively high class status has
practically vanished.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. In 1948, the Faroes became an inter-
nally self-governing part of the Danish state. As a
Danish electoral district, the Faroes elect two repre-
sentatives to the Danish parliament. The Danish
government controls constitutional matters, for-
eign affairs, defense, and the currency (the Faroese
króna is equal to the Danish krone). The Danish state
is officially represented by an appointed high com-
missioner called the Rigsombudsmand (Faroese,
Rı́kisumbo�sma�ur). The central institution of the
Faroe’s own government is the Løgting, a popularly
elected legislature with twenty-five members from
the islands’ seven electoral districts and up to seven
additional members selected so that its composition
closely reflects the overall popular vote. As well as
its own chairperson, the Løgting chooses a prime
minister called the Løgmaour and a cabinet or exec-
utive committee (the Landsstýri) chaired by the
prime minister. The high commissioner may partic-
ipate ex officio in a nonvoting capacity in the
Løgting. Partisan coalitions form a working major-
ity in the Løgting. At the local level, there are fifty
communes, each consisting of one or more towns
or villages. Communes are governed by small, pop-
ularly elected councils. It is widely anticipated that
the Faroes will become fully independent from Den-
mark if oil is found in Faroese waters. A new consti-
tution is being prepared.
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Two men check the rope of a grip used to collect seabird eggs in Faroe Islands. Outdoor work has traditionally been allotted
to men.

Leadership and Political Officials. Six political
parties distinguished chiefly by their stands on na-
tional and social issues are currently (1998) repre-
sented in the Løgting. In the governing coalition are
the People’s Party (nationalist and conservative), the
Republican Party (nationalist and leftist), and the
Self-Rule Party (moderately nationalist and cen-
trist). In opposition are the Social Democratic Party
(moderately unionist and leftist), the Union Party
(unionist and conservative), and the Center Party
(centrist). Party affiliation plays only a small role in
village-level politics; local leaders are chosen on the
basis of individual reputations and expertise and
personal and kinship ties. Political figures are not
treated with any particular deference or cir-
cumspection.

Social Problems and Control. The Faroes’ judicial
system is thoroughly integrated with Denmark’s.
The Faroes constitute a Danish judicial district; the
chief justice, the head prosecutor, and the police
chief are Crown appointees responsible to the Min-
istry of Justice in Copenhagen; Danish higher
courts have appellate jurisdiction; and Faroese are
subject, with minor exceptions, to Danish law.
Faroese are generally law-abiding, and crimes
against persons are rare. Apart from traffic viola-
tions, the most frequent crimes are vandalism, bur-

glary, and unlawful entry. Formal punishments
include jail sentences, fines, and/or paying restitu-
tion. Informal methods of social control are directed
against presumption, foolishness, and individual-
ism that goes beyond eccentricity. They include a
close, often bemused knowledge of one’s fellow vil-
lagers, and linguistic expedients such as giving
slighting nicknames, telling humorous anecdotes,
and composing satirical ballads. Informal controls
are shaped and mitigated by the fact that coopera-
tion is highly valued while divisiveness and wanton
gossiping are considered scandalous. Thus, slight-
ing nicknames, anecdotes, and topics that might
offend someone are avoided in their subjects’
hearing.

Military Activity. NATO maintains a small un-
armed presence at a radar base. Danish and Faroese
vessels provide coast guard services.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

A comprehensive social welfare system whose ele-
ments are funded in various proportions by the
communal, Faroese, and Danish governments pro-
vides old age and disability pensions, health and un-
employment insurance, dental, apothecary, mid-
wifery and home-care services, and old-age and
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nursing facilities. Education, public works, wage
and price supports, and transportation and com-
munication services are likewise publicly funded.
The Faroese and/or Danish governments own, or
oversee or guarantee the operations of most finan-
cial institutions.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

There are many labor unions and social, athletic,
and cultural activity clubs. Alone or in partnership
with Denmark, the Faroes are a member of many
international cultural and athletic organizations as
well as international fisheries regulatory agencies.
They participate in the Nordic Council but have not
joined the EU despite Denmark’s membership.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Male and female
work roles were traditionally sharply distin-
guished, with men generally being responsible for
outdoor work and women for work within the
home and looking after cows. All official positions
were held by men. In the late nineteenth century,
large numbers of women entered the wage-earning
labor force as fish processors, and teaching became a
route to upward social mobility for women as well
as men. Female suffrage was introduced in 1915.
Many women now work outside the home, and
frequently hold official positions.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Women’s status was traditionally high and re-
mains so. Legally, men and women are equal.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Faroese choose their spouses freely. Mar-
riage is always monogamous and usually neolocal.
Among the population over 20 years of age, 72 per-
cent are married, widowed, or divorced. Spouses may
hold property jointly or individually and how they
treat their earnings is a matter of personal preference.
Divorce remains uncommon. Divorced and widowed
individuals may remarry freely. It has become com-
mon for young couples to live together without
marrying until the birth of a child.

Domestic Unit. The basic domestic unit is the nu-
clear family household, sometimes also including
an aged parent or a foster child.

Inheritance. As a rule, all property except
leaseholds is inherited by a person’s children.

Kin Groups. Descent is reckoned bilaterally, with a
patrilineal bias. ‘‘Family’’ (colloquially familja)
means both the members of a household (hús, húski)
and, more loosely, an individual’s closest relatives.
An ætt is a patrilineage associated with an epony-
mous homestead, but neolocal marriage attenuates
lineage affiliation after a couple of generations ex-
cept among individuals who still live in the old
homestead. There are no corporate kin groups ex-
cept insofar as the family coincides with the house-
hold.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Infants generally sleep in cribs in the
parents’ bedroom. Older children sleep in their own
beds, usually in a room with siblings of the same
sex and of roughly the same age. Infants and small
children play freely in the house where someone can
keep an eye on them (often in the kitchen) or occa-
sionally in a playpen. Tucked warmly into a baby
carriage, they often are taken for strolls by the
mother or an older sister. They are quickly calmed
when upset, often dandled or entertained, and
distracted from dangerous or unsuitable activities.
Men and boys are affectionate with infants and
children, but most care is provided by women and
girls.

Child Rearing and Education. Children play
freely in and around the village, mostly in same-
sex, same-age groups, but day care facilities are
becoming more common, especially in larger
towns. Physical punishment is very rare. Getting
along well with others is emphasized at home,
among peers, and at school. Formal education usu-
ally begins at age 7, in public (communal) primary
schools. Children may leave school after the seventh
grade, but nearly all continue through the tenth.
After leaving their home villages, many go on to
pursue general studies or specialized training; some
seek further training in navigation, nursing, com-
merce, teaching, etc. There are no important formal
or folk initiation ceremonies. Minor ones include
confirmation at about age 13 and school gradua-
tion.

Higher Education. The Faroese Academy
(Fró�skaparsetur Føroya) in Tórshavn grants
higher degrees in a few subjects, but university-
level studies in most academic subjects, medicine,
and theology are pursued in Denmark or abroad.
Learning is respected, and education past secondary
schooling is highly valued, in part as a route to
high-paying occupations. Especially for men, how-
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Tórshavn is the principal harbor and capital of the Faroe Islands. Harbors such as this are the hubs of the islands’ vital
fishing industry.

ever, occupations requiring practical expertise, pub-
lic cooperation, and egalitarian relationships pro-
vide a more secure reputation.

ETIQUETTE

Social interaction is casual, quiet, and emotionally
subdued, with an emphasis on consensus and
sociability. The pace of conversation, especially
among men, is slow and deliberate. Only one person
speaks at a time. Status differentials are muted. Al-
though most public interaction is between men and
men, women and women, and age mates, there is
no explicit impediment to interaction across genders
and ages. People do not publicly greet or otherwise
take notice of one another unless they have some-
thing to discuss. Casual conversations are initiated
and closed with expressions such as ‘‘Good day’’
and ‘‘Farewell’’ without such formalities as hand-
shaking or kissing. People face each other slightly
obliquely, and men often stand shoulder to shoul-
der. Children often stare at strangers; adults do not.
Much interaction takes place during casual visits to
someone’s house. One enters without knocking and
removes one’s shoes inside the door. The housewife
offers something to eat and drink, saying ‘‘Ver so
gó�[ur]’’ or ‘‘Ger so væl’’ (‘‘Be so good’’). On fin-

ishing, one says ‘‘Manga takk’’ (‘‘Many thanks’’).
‘‘Væl gagnist’’ (‘‘May it serve you well’’), she replies.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Since 1990, the Faroes have con-
stituted a bishopric of thirteen parishes within the
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark, to which
some 75 percent of the population belongs. The
Lutheran priesthood is paid by the state and serves
sixty-six churches and chapels. Most Faroese are
orthodox, moderately observant Lutherans. The
Lutheran evangelical movement (Home Mission)
has a substantial following, however, and at least
15 percent of the population belongs to evangelical
‘‘sects’’ (sektir), the largest of which is the Plymouth
Brethren. Belief in a subpantheon of elves, dwarves,
and the like is much attenuated.

Religious Practitioners. The only religious practi-
tioners are the twenty-one members of the Lu-
theran clergy and their assistants (lay readers, dea-
cons, etc.), and the missionaries or local leaders of
evangelical congregations.

Rituals and Holy Places. Evangelicals sing
hymns and proselytize in the streets. Religious oc-
casions are otherwise limited to church services
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Unloading a catch of salt cod in the Faroe Islands. Fish and
fish products are the country’s chief exports.

on Sundays and holidays (Christmas, Easter,
Shrovetide, etc.) and in conjunction with baptisms,
weddings, and funerals. There are no shrines or
pilgrimage sites.

Death and the Afterlife. Souls are believed to go
to heaven after death. Hell is also believed in but
receives little emphasis except among evangelicals.
A funeral service takes place in church, followed by
a procession to the graveyard for burial and a col-
lation at the home of the deceased or of a close
relative. The church and graveyard traditionally lie
outside the village.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

General practitioners are stationed in each of eleven
medical districts. Specialized care is available at two
small regional hospitals, at the main hospital in
Tórshavn, at two small regional hospitals, and in
Denmark. Old and disabled people are cared for in
nursing homes or with the help of visiting home-
care providers.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The national holiday is Ólavsøka (Saint Olaf’s
Wake) on 29 July, when the opening of the parlia-

ment is celebrated in Tórshavn by a church service,
parades, athletic contests, cultural events, and pub-
lic dances, and informally by strolling about, visit-
ing, and (among men) drinking.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Tórshavn is an artistic and
intellectual center with many private and semipri-
vate organizations devoted to high-cultural activi-
ties. Some of these organizations, as well as banks
and public buildings, provide exhibit or perform-
ance space. Faroe Radio (Útvarp Føroya) and Faroe
Television (Sjónvarp Føroya) are state-supported
and offer cultural as well as other programming.
Most artists are amateurs.

Literature. Vernacular literature has thrived since
the late nineteenth century. Faroese publications in
1997 included numerous periodicals and 129
books, including seventy-five original works in
Faroese and fifty-four translations.

Graphic Arts. Painting is the most fully developed
graphic art, followed by sculpture.

Performance Arts. There are many theatrical and
musical groups, primarily in Tórshavn. Similar
groups throughout the islands carry on the tradi-
tion of ballad-dancing.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Much work in biology, fisheries research, linguis-
tics, history, folklore, and social anthropology is
carried out at the Faroese Academy. Other state-
supported institutions provide advanced training in
nursing, engineering, commerce, and seamanship.
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CULTURE NAME

Fijian

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Republic of the Fiji Islands is a
multicultural island nation with cultural traditions
of Oceanic, European, South Asian, and East Asian
origins. Immigrants have accepted several aspects of
the indigenous culture, but a national culture has
not evolved. Commercial, settler, missionary, and
British colonial interests imposed Western ideo-
logies and infrastructures on the native peoples and
Asian immigrants that facilitated the operation of a
British crown colony.

The indigenous name of the islands is Viti, an
Austronesian word meaning ‘‘east’’ or ‘‘sunrise.’’
Ethnic Fijians call themselves Kai Viti (‘‘the people of
Viti’’) or i Taukei (‘‘the owners of the land’’). Until
the advent of colonial rule in 1873, the population
of Viti Levu, the principal island of the Fiji group,
was divided into hierarchically organized coastal
peoples and more egalitarian highland peoples in the
interior.

People from different parts of India, now called
Indo-Fijians, came to work as indentured laborers
on sugar plantations. After their term of service,
many remained in Fiji. Some became merchants and
businesspeople, others remained on the land as free
peasant cultivators. The early immigrants were
joined later by freely-migrating people from India’s
merchant castes, mostly from Gujarat. European
immigrants came primarily from Australia, New
Zealand, and Great Britain.

Location and Geography. The republic includes
approximately 320 islands, but only about one
hundred are inhabited. The land area is 7,055
square miles (18,272 square kilometers); Viti Levu
and Vanua Levu account for 87 percent of the
landmass. Viti Levu contains the major seaports,

airports, roads, schools, and tourist centers, as well
as the capital, Suva.

The maritime tropical climate is characterized
by high humidity and rainfall along the windward
coasts and a drier climate in the interiors and along
the leeward coasts, where savanna grassland was
the natural vegetation. Much of the original sa-
vanna was turned into sugarcane plantations dur-
ing the colonial period.

Demography. In 1996, the population was
775,077. Fifty-one percent of the population is
Fijian, and 44 percent is Indo-Fijian. In the nine-
teenth century, epidemic diseases decimated the in-
digenous population, and the arrival of South Asian
workers beginning in 1879 caused Fijians to become
temporarily a minority in the islands from the late
1930s to the late 1980s. There are small popula-
tions of Europeans, Pacific Islanders, Rotumans,
Chinese, and persons of mixed European-Fijian an-
cestry.

Linguistic Affiliation. Fijian, Hindi, and English
became the official languages after independence in
1970, and linguistic autonomy was guaranteed by
the constitution of 1997. English is the language of
interethnic communication, administration, gov-
ernment, trade and commerce, and education. Fijian
and Hindi often are spoken at home and are used in
religious contexts and on radio and television.

The indigenous languages belong to the Central
Oceanic branch of Eastern Austronesian and are di-
vided into eastern and western branches. The Bauan
dialect of Fijian was used by Christian missionaries
and subsequently became ‘‘standard Fijian.’’ The
Euro-Fijian community tends to be bilingual, par-
ticularly among the educated classes. Fijian Hindi is
related to several Hindi-related North Indian lan-
guages, and the Chinese community is primarily
Cantonese-speaking.

Symbolism. The national flag includes the British
Union Jack and Fiji’s coat of arms, which still bears
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British national symbols and, in Fijian, the motto
‘‘Fear God and Honor the Monarch.’’ Three of the
quadrants of the shield on the coat of arms depict
sugarcane, the coconut palm, and bananas, and the
fourth quadrant shows a dove of peace. The na-
tional anthem is based on a Fijian hymn, but the
words are in English. Government offices, police
and military uniforms still display the British
crown, while the currency (the Fijian dollar) contin-
ues to bear a portrait of Queen Elizabeth II.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Indigenous Fijians are
descended from the Lapita peoples, a seafaring
group from eastern Indonesia or the Philippines
who probably arrived in the Fiji Islands during the
second millennium B.C.E. and later interbred first
with Melanesians from the west and subsequently
with Polynesians (also Lapita descendants) from the
east. Before European contact, Fijian social organi-
zation featured (as it still does) patrilineal clans,
subclans, and lineages, and by the nineteenth cen-
tury there were forty chiefdoms, twelve of which
dominated the political scene.

During the nineteenth century there was an in-
flux of European beachcombers, traders, planters,
and missionaries. The planters and traders soon at-
tempted to set up a colony on the model of those of
Australia and New Zealand. The indigenous chiefs,
backed by European settler interests, established
several confederated forms of government, the last
of which, the United Kingdom of Fiji, represented an
attempt at forming a modern independent multi-
ethnic state. Many of the administrative arrange-
ments of the kingdom were subsequently accepted
by the British colonial administration. After an ini-
tial refusal, in 1874 Great Britain accepted an offer
of cession from the self-styled ‘‘king of Viti’’ and
other principal Fijian chiefs.

Britain believed that the islands could be eco-
nomically self-sufficient through the establishment
of sugarcane plantations but did not want to end
the traditional way of life of the Fijians. In 1879, the
first boatload of Indian indentured laborers arrived.
In the next forty years, sixty thousand Indians were
shipped to the islands, becoming a class of exploited
plantation workers who lived in a world of violence,
cut off from their cultural roots. Depressed eco-
nomic conditions in India caused most of those
laborers to remain after their contracts expired,
finding work in agriculture, livestock raising, and
small business enterprises.

National Identity. Common citizenship, multi-
ethnic institutions (some schools, colleges, the po-
lice force, civil service, civil aviation authority, etc.),
an English-language mass media that caters to a
multi-ethnic clientele, national sporting teams that
attract intense following, and pride in the beauty
and bounty of their oceanic homeland, are some of
the factors that help to create a ‘‘Fiji Islands’’ na-
tional identity that surmounts the otherwise all-
important ethnic affiliations.

Ethnic Relations. The principal ethnic groups—
Fijians, Indo-Fijians, and people of mixed Euro-
Fijian descent—intermingle with ease at the work
place, in shops and markets, and in some educa-
tional and recreational settings, but interact much
less freely at home. Religion and domestic custom
tend to cause greater division than does language.
But political aspiration is perhaps the greatest di-
visive factor, with indigenous Fijians demanding
political paramountcy and Indo-Fijians, political
equality. Naturalized European and part-European
communities tend to mingle more closely with eth-
nic Fijians than with Indo-Fijians.
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URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Most of Fiji’s eighteen urban centers are on the two
largest islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. In the
first half of the twentieth century, urban centers
were dominated by South Asians and Europeans,
while Fijians were considered essentially a rural
people. Today, however, 40 percent of ethnic Fijians
live in cities and towns. These urban areas are West-
ern rather than Oceanic in appearance, and Suva
still retains much of its distinctively British-style
colonial architecture, although Asians have influ-
enced the nature of the city and all the ethnic groups
trade in the central market. In the colonial period,
there was some residential segregation by ethnicity.

Smaller towns usually have a single main
street, with shops on both sides, that eventually
merges with the countryside; some have a few
cross-streets. In most towns the bus station is a
center of activity, lying near the market and itself
filled with vendors.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Fijians have adopted chili pep-
pers, unleavened bread, rice, vegetables, curries, and
tea from the Indian population, while Indians have
adapted to eating taro and cassava and drinking
kava, a narcotic drink. However, the diets of the two
groups remain noticeably different.

A traditional Fijian meal includes a starch, rel-
ishes, and a beverage. The starch component, which
is referred to as ‘‘real food,’’ is usually taro, yams,
sweet potatoes, or manioc but may consist of tree
crops such as breadfruit, bananas, and nuts. Be-
cause of its ease of cultivation, manioc has become
the most widely consumed root crop. Relishes in-
clude meat, fish and seafood, and leafy vegetables.
Canned meat and fish are also very popular. Vege-
tables often are boiled in coconut milk, another di-
etary staple. Soup is made of fish or vegetables.
Water is the most common beverage, but coconut
water and fruit juices also are drunk. Tea and an
infusion of lemon leaves are served hot.

People generally eat three meals a day, but there
is much variability in meal times and snacking is
common. Most food is boiled, but some is broiled,
roasted, or fried. Cooked food is served on a table-
cloth spread on the floor mat inside the house. The
evening meal, which is usually the most formal,
requires the presence of all the family members and
may not begin without the male head of the house-
hold. Men are served first and receive the best foods
and the largest portions. Meals are meant to be

A group of musicians at a Kavo Ceremony. Both sacred and
secular music are popular in Fiji.

shared as an expression of social harmony. Tradi-
tional food taboos relating to totemic animals and
plants generally are ignored.

Indo-Fijian meals also include starch and rel-
ishes, and men and women eat separately. The sta-
ple tends to be either flatbread made from imported
flour or else locally grown rice. Relishes are primar-
ily vegetarian, but some meat and fish is consumed
when it is available. Many Indo-Fijians obey reli-
gious prohibitions against beef (Hindus) or pork
(Muslims). As with Fijians, most cooking is done by
women.

Restaurants, tea shops, kava bars, and food
stalls are ubiquitous in the towns. In the larger
towns, Euro-Fijian, French, Indian, Chinese, Japa-
nese, Korean, and American fast-food restaurants
serve a multi-ethnic clientele of local people, resident
expatriates, and tourists.

Food Custom at Ceremonial Occasions. In a cul-
ture of gift giving, feasting on special occasions is a
common practice among ethnic Fijians. The offering
of food in substantial quantities (magiti) is an essen-
tial aspect of traditional community life. Ceremo-
nial foods may be offered cooked or raw and often
include entire pigs, oxen, or turtles as well as every-
day foods such as canned fish and corned beef. The
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offering of ceremonial food often is preceded by the
presentation of a ‘‘lead gift’’ such as whale’s teeth,
bark cloth, or kava. Among Indo-Fijians, feasting is
associated with marriages and religious festivals.
Kava and alcoholic drinks may be drunk on these
occasions.

Basic Economy. Most ethnic Fijians who live in
villages grow food in gardens where they may use
swidden (slash-and-burn) agricultural techniques.
The tourist industry draws vacationers primarily
from Australia, New Zealand, and North America
as well as Japan and Western Europe. Sugar pro-
duction, begun in 1862, dominates and now en-
gages over half the workforce. A garment industry
relies on cheap labor, mostly female. The only com-
mercially valuable mineral is gold, which has de-
clined in importance since 1940, when it generated
40 percent of export earnings. Commercial agricul-
ture consists of the production of copra, rice, cocoa,
coffee, sorghum, fruits and vegetables, tobacco, and
kava. The livestock and fishing industries have
grown in importance.

Land Tenure and Property. The three types of
land tenure involve native, state, and freehold land.
Native lands (82 percent of the total) are the prop-
erty of the ethnic Fijian community and consist of
all land that was not sold to foreign settlers before
colonization. Over 30 percent of native land is clas-
sified as ‘‘reserved’’ and can be rented only to ethnic
Fijians and ‘‘Fijian entities’’ such as churches and
schools. After 1966, Indo-Fijians were given thirty-
year leases on their farmlands. The land tenure
system dictates not only who can work a plot of
land but which crops can be cultivated and what
kind of settlement pattern can be established. Fijians
who live in villages engage in subsistence farming
on descent-group allotments, guided by traditional
agricultural practices.

Commercial Activities. Some subsistence farmers
earn cash from the sale of copra, cocoa, kava, man-
ioc, pineapples, bananas, and fish. There are many
Indo-Fijian and Chinese, but many fewer ethnic
Fijian, shopkeepers and small-scale businessmen.
The provision of tourist services also provides a liv-
ing for some members of all the ethnic groups.

Major Industries. Most industrial production in-
volves tourism, sugar, clothing, and gold mining.
In 1994, over three hundred thousand tourists and
seventeen thousand cruise ship passengers visited
the islands. Most hotels are situated on secluded
beaches and offshore islands; individual thatched
tourist cabins are loosely modeled on village archi-

tecture. The largely government-owned Fiji Sugar
Corporation has a monopoly on sugar milling and
marketing. There is a rum distillery at Lautoka.

Trade. The major export items are sugar, fish,
gold, and garments. The main export destinations
are Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia, and Singa-
pore. Imports include mutton and goat meat from
New Zealand and a wide-range of consumer goods,
principally of East Asian origin.

Division of Labor. The majority of indigenous
Fijians who live in rural areas are either subsistence
farmers and fishermen or small-scale cash croppers,
while in town they are largely in service-providing
occupations, as unskilled, semi-skilled, or skilled
workers. Rural Indo-Fijians are mostly cane
farmers on leased land, while Indo-Fijians at the
other end of the scale largely dominate the manu-
facturing, distribution, commercial farming, and
service industries. Other non-ethnic Fijians and ex-
patriates also have some input in these sectors, but
ethnic Fijians are minimally involved, either as
owners or entrepreneurs.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Precolonial society was
highly stratified, with two major groups: gentry
and commoners. Hereditary chiefs were distin-
guished by refined manners, dignity, honor, and
self-confidence. Chiefs had to be addressed in a spe-
cial ‘‘high language.’’ In the nineteenth century,
European settlers brought Western ideas of social
class, while Indian indentured plantation laborers
included people of many castes. The British colonial
administration established a social hierarchy gener-
ally informed by nineteenth-century Western ideas
about race and class. European people had the high-
est status, but Fijians, especially their chiefs, were
ranked above Indo-Fijians who were tainted with
the stigma of ‘‘coolie’’ laborers. After independence,
Fijian chiefs, allied with foreign and local business
interests and some wealthy Indians, dominated the
national polity.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Capitalist pene-
tration of the Fijian Islands over more than a hun-
dred years has produced some class stratification,
especially in the urban areas. There an elite that has
numerous international contacts (both within the
Pacific Islands and far beyond) enjoys a material
lifestyle which, if not effusively affluent, certainly
distinguishes its membership from that of the ur-
ban proletariat in terms of housing, the employ-
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A Hindu temple in Nandi, Viti Levu. Hinduism is Fiji’s second
largest faith.

ment of domestic servants, household gadgetry,
transport facilities, entertainment, and the like.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. As a British crown colony from
1874 to 1970, Fiji had a dual system of governance:
one for the country as a whole, and the other exclu-
sively for the ethnic Fijian population. Although a
British governor administered the country and was
the ultimate authority, British officials avoided in-
terfering in the affairs of the autonomous Fijian
administration. The colony had an executive coun-
cil dominated by the governor and British adminis-
trators and a legislative council that eventually in-
cluded resident European as well as Fijian
legislators. The Indian population received the right
to vote in 1929, and Fijians (previously represented
by their chiefs) in 1963. The Fijian Affairs Board
included an appointed Fijian secretary of Fijian af-
fairs, Fijian members of the legislative council, and
legal and financial advisers. The Council of Chiefs
was established in 1876 to represent the interests of
the chiefly class.

In the 1960s, the British prepared the country
for independence by making the government elec-
tive rather than appointed. In 1970, Fiji obtained

independence as a dominion within the British
Commonwealth, and an ethnically-based parlia-
mentary democracy with an independent judiciary
was put in place. The House of Representatives had
twenty-two seats reserved for Fijians, twenty-two
for Indo-Fijians, and eight for all the other ethnic
groups. The Senate was appointed by the Council of
Chiefs, the prime minister, the leader of the opposi-
tion, and the Council of Rotuma.

In 1987, two military coups overthrew Fiji’s
democratic institutions, supposedly in the interests
of the indigenous population. Power was handed
over to a civilian government, and the constitution
of 1990 provided that the prime minister and presi-
dent would always be ethnic Fijians. In 1997, the
constitution was revised to grant more power to the
other ethnic groups, ensure the separation of
church and state, guarantee equality before the law
for all citizens, and encourage voting across ethnic
lines. The appointment of the majority of senators
by the Council of Chiefs was meant to safeguard the
rights and privileges of the indigenous peoples. In
1999, an Indian-led political party won the first
general election under the new constitution and an
ethnic Indian became the prime minister. This situa-
tion led to an attempted coup in the year 2000.

Leadership and Political Officials. There are eth-
nically-based political parties as well as those that
cross ethnic divides. The Fijian Association, an eth-
nic Fijian party established in 1956, formed the core
of the Alliance Party, a coalition of conservative
ethnically-based political organizations. The Feder-
ation Party grew out of conflict between Indo-Fijian
cane farmers and foreign agricultural interests that
culminated in a sugar-cane farmers’ strike in 1960.
In 1975, more radical Fijians split from the Alliance
Party to form the Fijian Nationalist Party, which
recommended the repatriation of all Indo-Fijians to
India. In 1985, the labor movement founded its
own multi-ethnic Fijian Labour Party. In 1987, a
multiethnic socialist coalition was overthrown by
the military. These parties have continued to vie for
election, although in 2000 the constitution of 1997
was abrogated as part of a military takeover after
an attempted civilian coup.

Social Problems and Control. Violent crime, alco-
hol and drug abuse, juvenile delinquency, un-
wanted pregnancy, and poor health are the major
social problems. They have increased in frequency
and severity as a result of migration to urban cen-
ters, where work is hard to find and traditional
social restraints are frequently absent, and due to
the inability of the economy to provide an adequate
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standard of living. Theft and assault are the major
crimes.

The high court, a court of appeals, and a su-
preme court constitute the core of the justice sys-
tem. The chief justice of the high court and some
other judges are appointed by the president. The
Republic of Fiji Police Force was established in 1874
as the Fijian Constabulary and now has two thou-
sand members, over half of whom are ethnic Fijians
and 3 percent of whom are female. It is responsible
for internal security, drug control, and the mainte-
nance of law and order. The police force has been
invited to contribute to United Nations peacekeep-
ing activities in Namibia, Iraq, the Solomon Islands,
and several other countries. There are prisons in
Suva and Naboro.

Military Activity. The Republic of Fiji Military
Forces was established to defend the nation’s terri-
torial sovereignty. It is staffed almost exclusively by
ethnic Fijians, some of whom have received training
in Australia, New Zealand, and Great Britain. In the
absence of exterior military threats, this force has
assumed some policing and civic duties as well as
serving abroad under the United Nations. It also
fulfills a ceremonial function on state occasions.
Since 1987 the army has on three occasions for a
limited period of time assumed political control of
the nation. A naval squadron was formed in 1975
to protect the country’s territorial waters and ma-
rine economic zone. After the military coups of
1987, the size of the armed forces was doubled.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Traditionally, social welfare was the responsibility
of religious and private organizations rather than
the government, but development plans have con-
sistently stressed the need for primary health care,
drinkable water, sanitary facilities, low-cost hous-
ing, and electricity for low-income and rural fami-
lies. Other programs include assistance to poor fam-
ilies, the elderly, and the handicapped; rehabilitation
of former prisoners; social welfare training; and
legal aid services. The Department of Social Welfare
runs a boys’ center, a girls’ home, and three old-age
homes.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Voluntary and religious organizations provide ser-
vices ranging from kindergartens for poor children
to care for the blind, the handicapped, and the cog-
nitively disadvantaged. Christian organizations

such as the Salvation Army, YMCA, and Saint
Vincent de Paul Society as well as Habitat for Hu-
manity run rehabilitation centers and help con-
struct low-cost housing. Hindu and Muslim reli-
gious organizations provide services to their own
communities. Secular organizations also help deal
with the country’s social welfare needs.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Men associate pri-
marily with other men, and women’s activities are
performed mostly with other women. A woman’s
traditional role is to be a homemaker, a mother, and
an obedient wife. Men are the primary breadwinn-
ers, although women also contribute to the family
economy. Ethnic Fijian women fish, collect shell-
fish, weed gardens, and gather firewood; men clear
land for gardens, hunt, fish, build houses, and mow
the grass around the home and village. Among
Indo-Fijians, men and women lead largely separate
lives. Women help in the cultivation of rice and
sugar.

In 1996, the labor force was 76 percent male
and 24 percent female, with women working pri-
marily in education and health. Eighty-two percent
of legislative and high civil service positions were
held by men, along with a similar proportion of
executive jobs in the private sector.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
Fijian and Indo-Fijian societies are strongly
patrifocal, and a woman is formally subordinate to
her husband in regard to decision making. Unless a
woman is of high rank, she has little influence in her
village. Although girls do better than boys in
schools, fewer women than men receive a higher
education. Rising poverty levels have forced many
women into the lowest ranks of wage-earning jobs,
and there has been an increase in the number of
female-headed households and an erosion of tradi-
tional family values. Women are often victims of
domestic violence and are over-represented among
the unemployed and the poor. Fijian women have
made greater advances than have Indo-Fijian
women, often through the efforts of the National
Council of Women, which has a program that en-
courages greater political involvement among
women.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Among ethnic Fijians, marriages were
traditionally arranged, with the groom’s father of-
ten selecting a bride from a subclan with which his
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family had a long-term relationship; ties between
lineages and families were strengthened in this
manner. Today, although individuals choose their
spouses freely, marriage is still considered an alli-
ance between groups rather than individuals. When
parental approval is refused, a couple may elope. To
avoid the shame of an irregular relationship, the
husband’s parents must quickly offer their apolo-
gies and bring gifts to the wife’s family, who are
obliged to accept them. Marriage is no longer polyg-
ynous, but divorce and remarriage are common.
Intermarriage is rare with Indo-Fijians, but Fijians
often marry Europeans, Pacific islanders, and Chi-
nese. Indo-Fijian marriages traditionally were also
parentally arranged. Religiously sanctioned mar-
riages are the norm, but civil registration has been
required since 1928.

Domestic Unit. Among ethnic Fijians, leve ni vale
(‘‘people of the house’’) include family members
who eat together, share their economic resources,
and have access to all parts of the house. The domes-
tic unit typically consists of the senior couple, their
unmarried children, and a married son with his wife
and children and may extend to include an aged
widowed parent, a sister of the head of the house-
hold, and grandchildren. Older people seldom live
alone. Nuclear families are becoming more common
in urban areas. The male household head controls
the economic activity of the other males, and his
wife supervises the other women. Indo-Fijians in
rural areas live mostly in scattered homesteads
rather than in villages. Their households tend now
to comprise a nuclear family rather than the tradi-
tional joint-family of the past.

Inheritance. Among Fijians and Indo-Fijians, in-
heritance is largely patrilineal. Traditionally, a man
inherited the symbols, social status, and property
rights of his father’s subclan, although men some-
times inherit from the mother or wife’s family as
well. Today property other than native land may be
willed to anyone. National law dictates that a survi-
ving widow is entitled to a third of intestate prop-
erty, with the remaining two-thirds apportioned
among the deceased’s heirs, including daughters.

Kin Groups. For ethnic Fijians, interpersonal rela-
tionships and social behavior are governed by links
of kinship. Households affiliate with households
with which they share a male ancestor, forming an
extended family group with extensive social and
economic interactions. These lineages combine to
form a patrilineal subclan (mataqali), which typi-
cally has exclusive claim to part of a village, where
its members locate their homes. A village may have

several subclans, among which the chiefly subclan
dominates, receiving hereditary services from the
others. These subclans are exogamous, and the
members refer to each other by using kinship terms.
Subclans come together to form clans (yavusa) that
claim a common male ancestor, often from the dis-
tant past. Indo-Fijians arrived too recently to have
developed extrafamilial kin groups similar to Indian
castes. Kin-related activities involve actual or fictive
paternal and maternal relatives.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. The Fijian and Indo-Fijian communi-
ties pamper infants, providing them with every
comfort and convenience and enveloping them in an
atmosphere of loving attention. Older people are
particularly affectionate toward the very young. As
an infant grows, it is disciplined and socialized by
both parents but especially the mother, siblings,
and other members of the domestic unit.

Child Rearing and Education. Among ethnic
Fijians, a child’s level of maturity is measured by its
capacity to experience shame and fear. Children
learn to fear being alone in the dark and to feel safe
at home and in the village as opposed to the forest.
Mothers warn children that at night the souls of the
recent dead can snatch them away, and children are
threatened with supernatural misfortune in the
form of ogres and devils. Children are given a great
deal of freedom but are expected to recognize shame
related to bodily functions and to being in the pres-
ence of social superiors. Children are socialized be-
tween three and six years of age by being taught
about their role in the subclan and their familial
inheritance.

Indo-Fijians traditionally have permitted their
children much less freedom but have now begun to
adopt Western ideas about child raising. In tradi-
tional homes, the relationship between father and
son is formal and reserved, but fathers are more
affectionate toward their daughters, who will leave
the family after marriage. Mothers are extremely
indulgent toward their sons and strict with their
daughters, whom they prepare for the role of a
daughter-in-law.

Public education is strongly influenced by
Western prototypes and is considered the route to
economic, social, and political opportunities.
Schooling is not compulsory, but every child is
guaranteed access to eight years of primary and
seven years of secondary education. Primary
schools are free, and secondary education is subsi-
dized by the government. Most schools are run by
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A family inside their house in Shell Village, Fiji. Traditional families might include unmarried children, married sons and their
families, an elderly widowed parent, and the sister of the head of the household.

the local community and cater to a specific ethnic
group. English becomes the language of education
after the fourth year.

Higher Education. The government supports
thirty-seven vocational and technical schools, in-
cluding the Fiji Institute of Technology, the School
of Maritime Studies, and the School of Hotel and
Catering Services. Agricultural, teacher training,
medical, nursing, and theological colleges draw stu-
dents from other Pacific nations. Fiji makes the larg-
est contribution to the University of the South Pa-
cific (USP), which was founded in 1968; its main
campus in Suva has over four thousand students,
and there are another four thousand external stu-
dents. Half the faculty members are from the re-
gion, with the remainder coming mostly from
Western and South Asian countries.

ETIQUETTE

Ethnic Fijians have informal personal relationships
but also follow a tradition of ritual formality in a
hierarchical society. In rural areas, people do not
pass others without saying a word of greeting; the
gentry receive a special form of greeting. In villages,
the central area is where the chiefly lineage lives and
people must show respect by not wearing scanty

dress, hats, sunglasses, garlands, or shoulder bags,
and by not speaking or laughing boisterously.

Footwear is removed before one enters a house.
Guests are expected to hesitate before entering a
house and to seat themselves near the door until
invited to proceed further. A complex system of gift
giving and receiving has existed for centuries.
Sperm whale teeth (tabua) are the most precious
items of exchange and are given at marriages, fu-
nerals and other important ritual occasions. Formal
and lengthy speeches accompany the presentation
of a whale’s tooth. Guests are given kava to drink to
promote solidarity between kin, friends, and ac-
quaintances.

Among Indo-Fijians, domestic norms are deter-
mined by gender and age, although etiquette is less
formal. Sons treat their fathers with great respect,
and younger brothers defer to older brothers. Fe-
males are socially segregated, but urban living has
eroded this practice.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The population is 53 percent
Christian, 38 percent Hindu, and 8 percent Muslim,
with small groups of Sikhs and people who profess
no religion. The pre-Christian religion of the Fijians
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was both animistic and polytheistic, and included a
cult of chiefly ancestors. There was belief in a life
after death. Souls of the departed were thought both
to travel to a land of the dead and at the same time
to remain close to their graves. Modern Christian
Fijians still fear their spirit ancestors.

Christianity was brought to the islands in the
1830s primarily by Methodist missionaries. Other
denominations became active after World War II,
and fundamentalist and evangelical sects have
grown in membership over the last two decades.

Indo-Fijian Hindus follow a variety of religious
customs brought by their forebears from India and
are divided between the reformed and the orthodox.
The religious practices of Hindus, Muslims, and
Sikhs inherited from India are characterized by
fasts, feasts, and festivals as well as prescribed rit-
uals that cover major life events.

Religious Practitioners. Priests of the traditional
Fijian religion were intermediaries between gods and
men. Today, Protestant ministers, Catholic priests,
and lay preachers are the dominant religious leaders
of the Fijians. In the Indo-Fijian community, reli-
gious scholars, holy men, and temple priests are the
most important religious practitioners.

Rituals and Holy Places. In the pre-Christian
Fijian religion, every village had a temple where
people made gifts to the gods through a priestly
oracle. In the nineteenth century, those temples
were torn down and replaced with Christian
churches, which became showpieces of village ar-
chitecture. Indo-Fijian Hinduism relies on stories,
songs, and rituals to teach its precepts. Ritualized
readings of the Ramayana and worship before di-
vine images at home or in a temple are important
aspects of religious life. Annual ceremonies are
sponsored by many temples.

Death and the Afterlife. Death evokes strong
emotional and elaborate ritual responses in both
Fijian and Indo-Fijian communities. But here the
similarities end. Ethnic Fijians, almost entirely
Christian, have integrated church-focused Christian
practices and beliefs with their traditional funerary
customs of gift-giving, feasting, kava drinking, and
observance of mourning restrictions. Favoring bur-
ial over cremation, they also erect elaborate and
colorful cloth decorations over their graves. Al-
though Christian ideas of heaven and hell are thor-
oughly integrated into the Fijians’ present-day be-
lief system, old beliefs in the power of ancestral
spirits still linger on. Among Indo-Fijians, Hindus
may cremate their dead, though this is not the

norm, as it is in India; Muslims insist on burial.
These two religions offer very different visions of
life after death: Hindus assume that the deceased’s
soul will be reborn and Muslims are confident that
the true believer will be rewarded with eternal life in
paradise.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Ethnic Fijians often attribute sickness to supernatu-
ral entities in their pre-Christian belief system. Ill-
nesses that are ascribed to natural causes are treated
with Western medicine and medical practices, but
illnesses that are thought to result from sorcery are
treated by traditional healers, including seers, di-
viners, massage masters, and herbalists. Healing oc-
curs in a ritual context as the forces of good battle
those of evil. Muslims and Hindus also turn to reli-
gious leaders to request divine intervention in the
case of illness.

Government-provided biomedical services are
available at several hospitals, health centers, and
nursing stations. The Fiji School of Medicine is affili-
ated with the University of the South Pacific, and
there is a Fiji School of Nursing and specialist hospi-
tals in Suva for the treatment of leprosy, psycho-
logical disorders, and tuberculosis. Treatment is not
free but is heavily subsidized by the government.
Government-subsidized contraception is available
throughout the islands as part of the family plan-
ning program.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

National holidays include major Christian, Hindu,
and Muslim holy days: Christmas, Easter, the
Hindus’ Divali, and the prophet Mohammed’s
birthday. Purely secular festivals include Ratu
Sakuna Day, which honors the man whom many
regard as the founder of modern Fiji; Constitution
Day; and Fiji Day. None of these holidays provokes
intense patriotic fervor.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The Fiji Arts Council, the Fiji
Museum, and the National Trust are the chief gov-
ernment-backed sponsors of the arts. Most funding
for the arts comes from the tourist industry and
from galleries and studios, along with aid from for-
eign governments. The USP’s Oceania Center for
Arts and Culture, founded in 1997, sponsors work-
shops and holds exhibitions of paintings and sculp-
ture as well as music and dance performances and
poetry readings.
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Colorful storefronts in Levuka, Fiji. Urban architecture strongly reflects the influence of Fiji’s western colonizers.

Literature. The Fijian tradition of storytelling
around the kava bowl has been maintained, as have
recitations of the Ramayana in Hindu homes and
temples. There is a small community of writers,
many of them associated with the USP. Traditional
legends and modern social analysis are common
themes in Fijian literature, whereas Indo-Fijian liter-
ary works tend to concentrate on injustices during
the period of indentured servitude.

Graphic Arts. Almost every Fijian girl learns the
art of weaving baskets and mats for home and
ceremonial use. The production of bark cloth is an-
other traditional female skill; the cloth, which is
used as traditional clothing and is still important in
Fijian ceremonies, is now also sold to tourists in the
form of wall hangings and handbags. War clubs,
spears, decorated hooks, kava bowls, and ‘‘cannibal
forks’’ are carved by men almost entirely for tourist
consumption. Pottery is made by women.

Performance Arts. The traditional dance theater
(meke) combines singing, chanting, drumming, and
stylized movements of the upper body to recreate
stories, myths, and legends. Village-based, it is per-
formed on special occasions such as the visit of a
chief, a life-cycle event, or a ceremonial gift ex-
change. The Dance Theater of Fiji now choreog-
raphs these performances for modern audiences.

Indo-Fijian and Chinese dances have been preserved
and are taught in those communities. Ethnic Fijian
choral singing is performed both during religious
services and for secular entertainment; almost ev-
ery village church has a choir. Western popular
music is played live and on the radio. Among Indo-
Fijians too, both secular and sacred music has main-
tained its popularity.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Social science education and research are centered in
the University of the South Pacific’s School of Social
and Economic Development and the associated
South Pacific Social Sciences Association. The Insti-
tute of Pacific Studies publishes academic works in
sociology, ethnology, religion, culture, and litera-
ture. The Institute of Fijian Language and Culture,
which was founded in 1987, has been working to
produce a Fijian dictionary; it also produces radio
and television programs.
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CULTURE NAME

Finnish, Finn, Finlander

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Suomalaiset, Tavastians, or Hämäläiset and
Karelians or Karjalaiset

ORIENTATION

Identification. The terms ‘‘Finland’’ and ‘‘Finns’’
are external obscure derivations from early (first
century C.E.) Roman references to people known as
Fenni (probably Lapps or Saami) who occupied
lands north of the Baltic Sea. In their own language,
Finns generally refer to themselves as Suomalaiset
and their land or country as Suomi, which may
derive from suo, the Finnish expression for a bog or
swamp. Finns constitute the majority of the citizens
of the Republic of Finland, which has a Swedish-
speaking minority as well as Saami (Lapp) and Rom
(Gypsy) minorities. While language was a highly
divisive issue as late as the 1920s and 1930s, many
Finnish speakers now recognize the value of Swed-
ish for communicating with other Nordic countries.
A distinction between urban, industrialized, coastal
southwestern Finland and the rural interior north-
east is an important historical and regional division
in terms of culture and identity. However, socialist
versus nonsocialist affiliations are more meaningful
at the political level. Despite these distinctions, most
citizens strongly believe that they share a common
culture and heritage.

Location and Geography. Finland is bordered on
the east by Russia, on the south by the Gulf of
Finland and Estonia, on the west by the Gulf of
Bothnia and Sweden, and on the north and north-
west by Norway. A quarter of its territory is north
of the Arctic Circle. Four physiographic-biotic re-
gions divide the country. An archipelagic belt em-
braces the southwestern coastal waters and the

Åland Islands. A narrow coastal plain of low relief
and clay soils, historically the area of densest rural
settlement and mixed farming production, extends
between the Russian and Swedish borders. A large
interior plateau contains dense forests, thousands of
lakes and peat bogs, and rocky infertile soils associ-
ated with a glacially modified landscape with nu-
merous drumlins and eskers. This district lies north
and east of the coastal plain toward the Russian
border. Beyond the Arctic Circle, forests give way to
barren fells, extensive bogs, rugged mountains, and
the large rivers of Lapland. Continental weather
systems produce harsh cold winters that last up to
seven months in the interior eastern and northern
districts, yet long summer days permit farming far
to the north. The climate in the south and west is
moderated by the waters of the Gulf Stream and
north Atlantic drift current.

Demography. In 1997, the population was about
5,147,000 people, of whom 93 percent were ethni-
cally and linguistically Finns. High mortality from
wars and famine dampened population growth be-
tween the sixteenth and late nineteenth centuries. In
the twentieth century, a falling birthrate and emi-
gration led to very low population growth. Dra-
matic internal migration accompanied an economic
transformation between the 1950s and the mid-
1970s, when agriculture and the forestry industry
were rapidly mechanized. At that time, many
young people left the rural east and northeast to
work in the urban industrialized south. While 75
percent of the population lived in rural areas just
before World War II, by the late 1990s, 62 percent
of the people were urban dwellers. About a sixth of
the population lives in the Helsinki metropolitan
area along the south-central coast in the province of
Uusimaa. Helsinki became the capital in 1812 under
Russian control, replacing the role Turku had served
during Swedish domination. Substantial Finnish
populations live in Russia, the United States, Can-
ada, and Sweden, and smaller numbers reside in
Australia, South Africa, and Latin America.
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Linguistic Affiliation. Finnish belongs to the fam-
ily of Finno-Ugric languages in northeastern Eu-
rope, Russia, and western Siberia, a group that in-
cludes Saami (Lapp) and Hungarian. The most
closely related languages are Estonian, Votish,
Livonian, Vepsian, and the closely allied Karelian
dialects of the Balto-Finnic branch. Although Finn-
ish was established as a written language as early as
the sixteenth century, its official status in Finland
did not become equivalent to that of Swedish until
after the Language Ordinance of 1863. Finnish is a
euphonious language with many Germanic and
Slavic loan words.

Symbolism. About 1.5 million saunas are signifi-
cant visual architectural symbols, especially in the
rural landscape. Ritualized bathing in the sauna re-
inforces a web of cultural ideas about sociality, hos-
pitality, cleanliness, health, sisu (‘‘gritty persever-
ance’’), and athleticism. The Kalevala, an epic poem
synthesized by Elias Lönnrot in the early nineteenth
century, is a powerful literary evocation of Finnish
origins, unity, and destiny as a people. It frequently
refers to other aspects of Finnish culture that have
become significant symbols of identity, such as the
savusauna (smoke sauna) and the ancient stringed
instrument the kantele. Another mid-nineteenth
century artistic achievement, the composition Vårt
land or Maamme (‘‘Our Land’’), with words by
Johan Ludvig Runeberg and music by Fredrik Pacius
became the national anthem. Citizens throughout
the country fly the national flag, a blue cross on a
white background, during the celebration of Mid-
summer. The national coat of arms, a crowned lion
standing on a red field with silver roses, derives
from Swedish heraldic crests of the sixteenth cen-
tury and appears on a variety of postage stamps,
banknotes and coins, and official seals.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Human habitation in
Finland dates to the early postglacial period in the
late eighth millennium B.C.E., long before Finno-
Ugric migrations into the area from the east or pos-
sibly from eastern Europe. Previous theories held
that the ancestors of the Finns migrated into south-
western Finland from Estonia as recently as the first
century C.E., during the early Roman Iron Age. Re-
cent research, including paleoecological evidence of
agricultural grain pollens dating to the second mil-
lennium B.C.E., suggests a much earlier proto-Finn-
ish presence. A combination of archaeological, his-
torical linguistic, and genetic evidence suggests that
the spread of the ‘‘Comb Ceramic’’ culture in north-
ern Finland around 4000 B.C.E. may represent the
appearance of a proto-Finnic-speaking population
in that region that came from an eastern European
source area. As the ‘‘Battle-Axe or Corded Ware’’
culture arrived in southwestern Finland around
3000 B.C.E., proto-Finnic began diverging into early
Saami-speaking and Finnish-speaking populations.
The latter people gradually added farming to their
hunting, trapping, and fishing adaptation. By the
beginning of the Bronze Age around 1500 B.C.E.,
these tribes were geographically divided. Those in
the southwest were heavily influenced by Scandina-
vian cultures, while those in the interior and eastern
districts had ties with peoples of the Volga region. A
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series of crusades by the expanding Swedish king-
dom between the 1150s and 1293 was the vehicle
for spreading the Roman Catholic Church into Fin-
land. By the time of the Lutheran Reformation in
the early sixteenth century, the Swedish Crown had
strong control of colonial Finland, and a modified
estate system forced Finnish peasants to participate
in the wars of their Swedish lords. The destruction
of Finnish settlements and crops and large popula-
tion losses resulted from conflicts between the
Swedish and Russian empires. By the mid-eigh-
teenth century, there were strong Finnish separatist
movements. Russia finally conquered Finland dur-
ing the Napoleonic wars of 1808–1809, annexing it
as an autonomous grand duchy.

National Identity. The nineteenth century was a
period of coalescence of feelings of national con-
sciousness in scientific thought, politics, art, and
literature, as exemplified by the 1835 compilation
of Finnish and Karelian rune songs in the Kalevala.
This movement served as a counterpoint to a grow-
ing Russification of Finnish institutions, and Fin-
land declared itself independent immediately after
the Russian Revolution of 1917. The new state was
immediately embroiled in a civil war that resulted
from growing class tension between property own-
ers (the counterrevolutionary ‘‘White’’ forces) and
landless farm, forest, and factory workers (the
‘‘Red’’ forces) who wanted a socialist state. The
scars from that conflict had not healed when Fin-
land was united by its battles with the Soviet Union
during World War II. Finland surrendered several
eastern territories that amounted to 10 percent of
its area, and 420,000 Karelian Finns in those areas
migrated across the newly formed national bound-
aries to Finland, requiring a massive resettlement
and rural land reform program. Since World War II,
the Finnish parliamentary state has actively
pursued an official policy of neutrality combined
with expanded trade and cultural contacts with the
Soviet Union, and then Russia, a political adaptation
known as the Paasikivi-Kekkonen Line.

Ethnic Relations. Swedish is the second official
language and is spoken by about 6 percent of the
population. Living primarily in the southwestern
part of the country, Swedish colonists and Swedish-
speaking Finns were, for centuries, a ruling elite.
Swedish was the language of commerce, the courts,
and education, and Finnish was regarded as a peas-
ant language until the nationalist movement of the
nineteenth century advanced it as an official written
and cultural language of the majority. Political ten-
sions arising from this ethnolinguistic division have

largely faded as the Swedish-speaking minority has
declined in size and assimilated through marriage
with Finnish speakers. By contrast, Finland’s 6,500
Saami, or Lapps, have largely avoided assimilation
into the cultural mainstream, having been displaced
from the southern part of the country by north-
ward-colonizing Finns over the past two thousand
years. Separateness is now reinforced as much by
the economic marginality and limited educational
opportunities in Finnish Lapland as by cultural and
linguistic isolation. Gypsies have lived in Finland
since the sixteenth century and perhaps have en-
dured the greatest prejudice of any minority. They
number between five thousand and six thousand
and in recent decades, the government has at-
tempted to improve their economic situation and
lessen overt discrimination. Foreigners, while never
numerous, have increased to seventy-four thou-
sand and have come mostly from Russia, Estonia,
Sweden, and Somalia.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

With the rise of permanent agricultural settlements
in the fertile plains of the western and southern
regions in the Middle Ages, communal ownership
and management created a system in which an en-
tire hamlet, including fifteen to twenty closely
spaced farms, assumed joint ownership of fields,
forests, and pastures. Land reforms in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries broke down the
communal villages, but the newly created individ-
ual farmsteads retained a modified courtyard ar-
rangement with dwelling units, sauna or bath-
house, grain and food storage buildings, livestock
barns, and hay sheds enclosing an inner yard.
Wooden domestic architecture achieved a high level
of craftsmanship and embellishment, with two-
story houses marking prosperous farms. However,
in the eastern and interior areas, agricultural settle-
ment occurred later and was characterized by a
more flexible system of land ownership and farm-
stead organization. The persistence of ‘‘burn-beat-
ing’’ cultivation (poltta kaskea, kaskiviljelys), a form
of pioneer extensive farming in which patches of
conifer forest were cut and burned to create fertil-
ized fields, involved mobile populations and a dis-
persed pattern of settlement. Remote individual
farms or extended dual-family holdings were won
from the forest, often along glacial esker ridges or
‘‘home hills’’ (harju, vaara). While these historical
patterns of settlement affect the current rural land-
scape, six of ten Finns now live in urban areas. The
largest cities are greater Helsinki with about

F I N L A N D

7 8 1



911,000 people, Tampere with 189,000, Turku
with 169,000, and Oulu with 114,000. The major-
ity of residential dwellings of all types have been
constructed since World War II, largely consisting
of apartment house complexes in large cities.
Adapting socially and emotionally to this urban
landscape has been problematic for many recent
migrants from the countryside. Many city dwellers
still view themselves as partly rural, a fact attested
to by a weekend and holiday return to cottages in
the countryside. Finland remains one of the most
sparsely populated countries in Europe, with only
26 people per square mile (16 people per square
kilometer). The development of contemporary ar-
chitectural movements in the twentieth century
may be seen as an attempt to adapt the demands of
modern housing projects, offices, churches, and
public buildings to the forests, lakes, light condi-
tions, and other distinctive features and materials of
the landscape. Pioneered by Alvar Aalto and Erik
Bryggman, Finnish modern architecture employs a
‘‘neoplastic’’ use of space that emerges directly from
the function and surroundings of building struc-
tures. Despite the notable innovations of the twenti-
eth century, much of the national architectural
identity resides in older buildings that have achieved
an iconic status: the medieval castles at Savonlinna
and Turku; eighteenth-century vernacular wooden
churches; the early nineteenth-century neoclassical
center of Helsinki designed by C.L. Engel which now
contains the Council of State, the University of Hel-
sinki, and the Helsinki Cathedral; and Helsinki’s
railway station, designed by Eliel Saarinen and com-
pleted in 1914, an imposing granite building that
presages the Art Deco skyscrapers built in American
cities two decades later.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Milk is prominent in the diet
as a beverage and the basic ingredient in a variety of
curdled, soured, and cultured forms; in broths used
for soups, stews, and puddings; and in regional
specialty dishes such as ‘‘cheese bread’’
( juustoleipä). There are notable differences between
western and eastern Finland in bread making and
the manner of souring milk. A large midday meal in
a rural household may include fish baked in a rye
loaf (leipäkukko), potatoes (peruna), barley bread
(rieska), cheese ( juusto), pickled beets (punajuuri),
cloudberries in sauce, milk, and coffee.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Coffee is
a ‘‘national drink’’ that mediates the distinction be-
tween the rural interior and the urban industrial

A Lapp reindeer breeder from Inari. Finland’s Lapps have
maintained a separate cultural identity.

south. In the early nineteenth century, coffee was
an expensive imported beverage consumed by the
aristocracy, but it has been incorporated into all
strata of society. It is the center of the ubiquitous
‘‘coffee ceremony,’’ a ritualized display of hospital-
ity, elegance, and self-restraint in which an abun-
dance of delicate pastries is served. Commercially
produced sausage (makkara), which became in-
creasingly common in the diet after the 1950s, rep-
resents a relatively recent shift toward large-scale
food-processing industries. Abhorred by nutri-
tionists for its high fat and sodium content and
ridiculed and scorned in popular lore and jokes, sau-
sage is nonetheless considered a versatile conve-
nience food. Like coffee, it may appear as a common
festival food at occasions such as Midsummer
( juhannus), along with cheese bread, potato pasties
(perunapiirakka), yeast coffee bread (pulla), beer,
and vodka. Mämmi, a brown malted porridge, is
typically served at Easter. Sima (a kind of mead),
talouskalja (homemade beer), and viilia (soured
whole milk) also may be served on special occa-
sions.

Basic Economy. Livestock raising was a major ele-
ment in the peasant economy, along with fishing,
hunting, tar production, and peddling. Wood as a
commercial product did not become part of the
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farming economy until liberalized marketing poli-
cies, improved sawmilling techniques, and foreign
demand converged in the late nineteenth century.
The precariousness of crop cultivation, coupled
with the emergence of new international markets
for butter during the Russian colonial period (1808–
1917), intensified the production of dairy cattle.
Gradually, cultivated grasses replaced grains and
wild hay as a source of cattle pasturage and fodder,
and after the turn of the century, farmers began to
establish cooperative dairies (osuusmeijerit). The
general shift toward commercial agriculture coin-
cided with the decline of the burn-beating system.
Nonetheless, many farm families in the northern
and eastern regions maintained an essentially sub-
sistence orientation until the 1950s. Increased
mechanization and specialization in farm produc-
tion (dairy cattle, hogs, and grains) occurred in the
1960s as the labor force moved into manufacturing
and service industries; less than 11 percent of the
labor force is now involved in agriculture and for-
estry. The rural economy is still based on modest
family-owned farms where the marketing of tim-
ber from privately owned forest tracts is an impor-
tant means of financing agricultural operations.

Handicraft and artisan traditions were well de-
veloped historically, and some have survived the
conversion to industrial manufacturing. Men spe-
cialized in making furniture, harnesses, wooden
vessels or ‘‘bushels’’ (vakka), and metalwork. The
sheath knife (puukko) was a versatile tool, and it
continues to symbolize maleness in recreational
hunting and fishing. Women specialized in textiles
and lace making. The woven woolen wall rug (ryijy)
has become a particularly popular art form in
homes, emblematic of a family’s patrimony. By the
Middle Ages local markets and fairs were important
in the economy, with fairs often held in the vicinity
of churches and associated with saints’ days or
other aspects of the religious calendar.

Land Tenure and Property. Historically, in the
west it was customary for a farm to be passed on to
the eldest son or the eldest daughter’s husband. In
the east, the land was divided among all the adult
male family members. These regional patterns have
largely faded, and intergenerational transfers of
land have become highly variable throughout the
country. Despite a bias toward patrilineal transmis-
sion, farms can be inherited by sons or daughters or
the oldest or youngest offspring or can be divided or
jointly held by multiple heirs. However, at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century, a landless prole-
tariat constituted half the rural population. Major
agrarian reforms included the Crofters’ Law of

1918, the Lex Kallio of 1922, and the Land Procure-
ment Law of 1945, all of which created holdings for
landless rural poor and unfavorably situated tenant
farmers. The Land Procurement Law also redistrib-
uted land to ex-servicemen and Karelian refugees in
the wake of World War II.

Commercial Activities. With two-thirds of total
output generated in the service sector, the economy
is comparable to those in other advanced industrial
nations. Finland joined the European Union (EU) in
1995, primarily to further political integration, but
has experienced some economic benefits in the form
of lower food prices. The gross domestic product per
capita was $18,871 in 1996, close to the mean for
EU countries. A recession-spurred unemployment
rate exceeding 18 percent in the mid-1990s, has
been the largest economic problem, stemming from
the Soviet Union’s collapse and the deterioration of
bilateral Finnish-Soviet trade. The markka, or Finn-
mark, is the basic monetary unit.

Major Industries. In recent years, metal, engineer-
ing, and electronics products have accounted for
half of the country’s exports, with forest products
accounting for another third. The revolution in
high-technology industries has been dramatic.
These industries did not become prominent until the
1990s but now produce a large and growing share
of exports. The Nokia Corporation, known in the
1980s primarily for paper and rubber products, has
an expanding international market for mobile
phones, computers, and related telecommunica-
tions products.

Trade. Furs and naval stores constituted a large
share of the export trade in the Middle Ages, mainly
destined for the cities of the Hanseatic League. Ger-
man and Swedish merchants were prominent in
Finland’s early Baltic port cities. After the mid-nine-
teenth century, foreign trade shifted toward Saint
Petersburg and Russian markets with lumber, pa-
per, and agricultural products becoming the chief
exports. After World War II, forest products re-
mained crucial to the export economy, but they are
now complemented by sophisticated metal, elec-
tronics, engineering, and chemical products. In re-
cent years, trade with countries in the European
Economic Community has expanded and has been
reinforced by Finland’s membership in the Euro-
pean Free Trade Association.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Before the nineteenth cen-
tury, Finnish society was divided into peasants
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Light blue vases at the Arabia Factory in Helsinki, which is known for its stoneware, china, and porcelain. Finnish design
combines local artistic themes with tools and materials adapted to demanding northern conditions.

(talonpojat), city dwellers, clergy, and nobility.
Economic change led to the decline of the clergy
and nobility and an expansion of the entrepre-
neurial and working classes. In more recent dec-
ades, considerable social mobility and an egalitar-
ian ethos emerged with increasing economic
prosperity, a progressive social welfare system, an
open educational system, and consensus politics.
While Finns may not always recognize clear eco-
nomic class divisions, they are likely to be con-
scious of the status attached to educational and
honorific titles and political party affiliation. The
currently unfolding class system includes farmers,
the working class (nonrural manual laborers), the
petit bourgeoisie (shop owners, small entrepre-
neurs), the lower middle class (lower-income ser-
vice sector), the upper middle class (higher-income
white-collar professionals), and the upper class
(corporate owners and managers). Symbols of
these loosely-drawn social strata, as in many
Western democracies, can be rather subtle. None-
theless, the kinds of work one does, and the level
of education, professional training and/or profes-
sionalism demanded by one’s livelihood, are often
strong indicators of the degree of prestige and sta-
tus one enjoys in Finnish society.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The administrative district or com-
mune (maalaiskunta) embodies a sense of commu-
nity and self-identification for its residents. It often
coincides with the historical church parish, and is a
local unit of self-government that generally collects
taxes, regulates economic affairs, and maintains
public order. Every four years a communal council
is elected to manage local affairs. Much of a coun-
cil’s work is implemented by a communal board
composed of members appointed to reflect the
council’s political party composition.

Leadership and Political Officials. With more
than a dozen political parties, kunta government
sometimes is represented by opposing coalitions of
socialist and nonsocialist party interests. The same
principle applies at the national level, where the two
hundred representatives of the uni-cameral parlia-
ment (Eduskunta) are often elected by alliances of
parties. The Social Democratic Party and the Agrar-
ian Union (Centre) Party formed the basis of all
majority governments well into the 1980s. None-
theless, most parliamentary members follow the
positions of their political parties and vote in blocs.
The parliament promulgates laws, approves the na-
tional budget, monitors the legality of governmen-
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tal activities, and, in concert with the president,
exerts legislative power.

Social Problems and Control. The institution of a
village-governing alderman was part of the author-
itarian moral environment in the dense rural settle-
ments of the southern and western regions. Village
fight groups and fights (kylätappelut) were ritu-
alized conflicts, sometimes associated with wed-
dings, which integrated communities via rivalry re-
lationships. In the sparsely settled eastern interior,
social life was more individualistic and social con-
trol less formal. In contemporary society, indepen-
dent courts and centrally organized police forces
maintain public order. Crime rates generally in-
creased between the 1960s and 1980s paralleling
the country’s growing wealth and urbanization.
The economic recession of the early 1990s was ac-
companied by a decline in crime, followed by mod-
est increases in recent years. Compared with other
Nordic countries, Finland has very low rates for
theft and narcotics offenses but an above average
rate for assault.

Military Activity. Finland’s historical position as a
frontier of colonization and military incursions by
external empires is part of the collective conscience.
Strategic victories against invading Soviet forces
during the ‘‘Winter War’’ of 1939–1940 are sym-
bolically integral to the lore and identity of many
Finns. By contrast, the ‘‘reign of terror’’ after the
civil war of 1917–1918 profoundly polarized the
middle classes and working classes, with the work-
ing classes remaining alienated and embittered. In
foreign relations, Finland initially attempted to es-
tablish cooperative ties with other countries that
had won their independence from Russia after
World War I. However, it soon abandoned that
position and began to seek the support of the League
of Nations. After the mid-1930s, Nordic coopera-
tion became the predominant orientation in foreign
policy.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

In recent years, expenditures on social insurance
(health, pension, accident, and disability programs),
social transfers of income (maternity allowances,
children’s allowances, child support payments, mu-
nicipal housing allowances), and social welfare (in-
dividuals in need) have approached one-fifth of the
gross national product. The programs are financed
by contributions from the state, municipal govern-
ments, employers, and insured individuals. As early
as 1895, compensation was instituted for workers

injured in accidents. A dramatic increase in medical
care needed for disabled war veterans beginning in
the 1940s spurred the state to expand public health
programs. Finland has been a pioneer in maternity
allowances and family welfare, offering one of the
most generous systems of payments for mother
and child care in the world.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

About 10 to 15 percent of the government’s aid
budget is allocated to nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) involved in development and humani-
tarian projects. In 1997, as many as one hundred
fifty Finnish NGOs maintained four hundred pro-
jects in more than seventy countries, mostly in
Africa and Asia. The Finnish Evangelical Lutheran
Mission, the Finnish Free Foreign Mission, Fin-
nchurchaid, the Finnish Red Cross, and the Trade
Union Solidarity Centre account for a large share of
NGO activity.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. In the rural econ-
omy, women are the primary cattle tenders and
men are field and forestry workers. Being a good
emäntä (female head of a farmstead) involves a bal-
ance of cow care, child care, food processing, meal
preparation, arduous cleaning in cow shed and
house, and ritual displays of hospitality for visiting
neighbors, friends, and relatives. An isäntä (male
head of a farmstead) is symbolically and practically
associated with the outdoor domain of preparing
and maintaining pastures and hay fields, cutting
wood, coordinating labor with other farms, and
operating and maintaining machinery. However, a
decline in the availability of work crews of kin and
friends and a concomitant increase in mechaniza-
tion have contributed to convergence in male and
female work roles. A complicating factor is that
young women have left the countryside in greater
numbers than have men in recent years. Farms have
aging personnel and few assisting family members,
and some farmers are forced into bachelorhood.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. There is
a long tradition of sexual equality in the sense that
women’s participation in political activity and pub-
lic life has been encouraged. Finland was the first
country to provide equal voting rights to women,
instituting female suffrage in elections to the na-
tional parliament in 1906. Fully 9.5 percent (nine-
teen of two hundred members) of the parliament of
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Wooden buildings in Porvoo. Few of Finland’s residences
predate World War II.

1907 consisted of women. Female membership in
the parliament currently is about 33 percent.
Indeed, Finland’s current president, Tarja Halonen,
is a woman. The traditional role of rural women as
resourceful, powerful workers translates well to
urban contexts. The model of a man who works to
support a wife who remains at home is not widely
embraced. There is an old pattern of sending girls
for advanced education while keeping boys in farm
work after rudimentary schooling. While women
work alongside men in business, forestry, engineer-
ing and other fields, women’s earnings are only 81
percent of men’s, reflecting the greater numbers of
women in low-paying service jobs. A lingering area
of conservatism and sexual disparity involves men’s
unchanging attitudes toward their roles and the
notion that women, despite their other obligations,
are responsible for domestic work and child care.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Endogamous tendencies characterized
marriage in rural society, with mates frequently
chosen from the same village, parish, or rural com-
mune. This tendency was most pronounced in the
eastern districts among large Karelian joint families
and those of the same background and status. Night

courting and bundling rituals achieved a high de-
gree of elaboration among the youth in the south-
west. Originally, bilocal marriages began with en-
gagement and leave-taking (läksiäiset) ceremonies
at the bride’s home and ended with wedding rites
(häät) at the groom’s home. Under church influ-
ence, those customs were replaced by unilocal wed-
dings at the bride’s home. In recent years, commu-
nity and regional endogamy have declined.
Marriage rates also have declined as cohabitation
has become more common in urban areas, yet that
pattern preserves some of the aspects of the ‘‘trial
marriage’’ of earlier times, when weddings were
performed to finalize a marriage after a woman had
conceived a child.

Domestic Unit. Historically, joint families were
common in the eastern Karelian area, where a
founding couple, their adult male children, and the
male children’s wives formed multiple-family farm
households that were among the largest (twenty to
fifty persons) in Scandinavia. Elsewhere, it has been
common for only one child to remain on the par-
ents’ farmstead, and smaller ‘‘stem’’ and nuclear
families have prevailed. Overall, family size has be-
come smaller under the impact of urbanization,
dropping from an average of 3.6 persons in 1950 to
2.7 in 1975. Among families with children, the
number of offspring declined from an average of
2.27 in 1960 to 1.9 in 1997.

Inheritance. A common historical pattern was for
a son to take over a farm and care for his parents in
their old age. However, the custom of patrilineal
transmission is changing, perhaps as differential
migration to cities alters the sex ratios in rural
areas. In many cases, relinquishing coheirs (usually
siblings who move away) must be compensated for
their shares in a farm by the remaining heir; often
this is done with timber income from a farm’s forest
tracts.

Kin Groups. Kinship is basically bilateral, creating
overlapping personal kindreds (sukulaiset) derived
from the father’s and mother’s relatives.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. Gritty persever-
ance (sisu), personal autonomy and independence,
and respect for the autonomy of others are central
themes in child training and personality formation.

Higher Education. Formal education generally is
highly valued. In 1995, 2.2 million people had grad-
uated from a senior secondary school, vocational

F I N L A N D

7 8 6



Downtown street in Turku, Finland.

school, professional institute, or university. More
than 130,000 students currently are enrolled in
twenty universities and other institutions of higher
education. More than half the students are women.
The physical and social sciences are highly devel-
oped and well represented at major institutions such
as the University of Helsinki, University of
Jyvaskyla, University of Oulu, University of Tam-
pere, and the University of Turku.

ETIQUETTE

Finns have a self-conception and reputation for be-
ing reserved and sparing with words. Small talk is
not valued. Accordingly, words and verbal promises
are likely to be taken seriously. To some extent this
is a public, formal persona that is belied by the
intimacy and voluble conversation shared by good
friends and family members. The sauna is a notable
context in which people are more open and expres-
sive. The rapid spread of mobile phones, computers,
and other communications technology is creating a
society that is highly interconnected, regardless of
the nature of interpersonal interactions and demea-
nor. Finland has the highest per capita use of the
Internet (nearly 25 percent of the population) and
cellular phones (28 percent) in the world. Finns
value educational degrees and other qualifications

and may expect to be addressed with the appropri-
ate title in professional or work settings. In recent
years, there has been some resurgence in traditional
conventions of etiquette that require the use of the
second person plural as a formal means of address.
The second personal singular is appropriate for ad-
dressing relatives, friends, and children. Mutual use
of first names implies a close personal relationship.
The customary greeting involves a firm handshake,
direct eye contact, and perhaps a slight nod of the
head but rarely embracing or kissing. As a result of
women’s involvement in politics and public life, re-
lations between men and women are relatively eq-
uitable. Condescending attitudes toward women are
rarely tolerated. While the social acceptability of
intoxication is decreasing among younger people
and legal sanctions for drunk driving are severe,
Finns have a reputation for weekend binge drinking.
This pattern is more prominent among men and, to
the extent that it disrupts family life, retards the
social progress achieved by women. Although the
per capita consumption of alcohol is about average
for Europe, Finns have relatively high rates of
alcoholism and alcohol-related social and medical
problems.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Traditional conceptions of the
supernatural had much in common with those of
other Balto-Finnic peoples. The creation of the
world was associated with the culture hero
Väinämöinen, and the cosmos was divided into an
underworld of the dead, a middle world of the liv-
ing, and a sky-heaven supported by a giant pillar.
Supernatural beings or deities included a god of the
sky (Ilmarinen); a rain-giving god (Ukko), con-
verted to a supreme or universal god under Chris-
tian influence; and other spirits of nature such as
Tapio, a forest guardian of game. Many old features
of Finnish-Karelian religion were preserved within
the Russian Orthodox faith, which currently has
about fifty-six thousand members in the venue of
the Finnish Orthodox Church. However, Lu-
theranism, which contributed to an erosion of na-
tive religion, includes about 88 percent of the popu-
lation as members of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church. Revivalist movements such as Laestadian-
ism have flourished in the context of the Lutheran
Church. The distinction between Lutheran and Or-
thodox traditions ultimately has its roots in early
conflicts between the Swedish kingdom and the
semi-independent state of Novgorod. The 1323
Peace of Pahkinasaari established a frontier border
through Finnish territory. In the ensuing centuries,
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Finns to the west of the ‘‘Pahkinasaari line’’ were
heavily exposed to Swedish, Scandinavian, and Ger-
man culture and the Roman Catholic Church (ulti-
mately replaced by Lutheranism), while Finns and
Karelians in the Novgorodian realm to the east were
influenced by Slavic culture and the Eastern (or Rus-
sian) Orthodox Church.

Religious Practitioners. Before Christian and me-
dieval Scandinavian influence, religion involved
shamanism, with practitioners mediating between
the present world and the upper and nether realms
of the universe. Traces of this tradition survive in
the divinatory practices of the seer, or tietäjä. Evan-
gelical Lutheran clergy, elected by local parish
members, are the prominent religious specialists in
contemporary society.

Rituals and Holy Places. Bear ceremonialism was
part of the ancient hunting traditions. Ritual slay-
ing, feasting, and return of the skull and bones of a
bear were fundamental to sending the animal’s soul
back to its original home and thus facilitating its
reincarnation. Ceremonies to promote farming and
livestock became associated with holidays and the
cult of the saints in the Christian calendar. Lutheran
life cycle rites involving baptism, confirmation,
marriage, and death remain significant for most
people.

Death and the Afterlife. Living and dead formed a
close unity in traditional Finnish and Karelian belief,
and death was viewed largely as transfer to a new
residence. The complex rituals accompanying death
were orchestrated by women, who arranged the
wake, washed and shrouded the body, and some-
times sang laments to send the deceased, along with
food and implements, to the place of the family
ancestors. Memorial feasts were held six weeks and
one year after death. Those who passed on to the
realm of the dead (Manala or Tuonela) remained a
profound moral force among their living descen-
dants. Days set aside for commemorating the dead
eventually were adapted to a Christian calendar
under Roman Catholic and Russian Orthodox influ-
ence.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

As a symbol of cleansing and purity, the sauna was
a focus of therapeutic and curing activity as well as
ritualized social bathing. It was common to give
birth in the saunas before the availability of hospi-
tals in the twentieth century, and cupping and
bloodletting were performed there. Generally, the
sauna is still seen as a remedy for pain and sickness.

Professional medical care and research are highly
developed with a network of 265 state financed
district health centers providing a wide spectrum of
health services. Overall health care expenditures ac-
count for a substantial share of Finland’s GNP. It is a
leading country in research and treatment in the
areas of pediatrics, heart disease, and alcoholism.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Kekri, a traditional feast at the end of the harvest
season in rural communities, declined in impor-
tance as Christmas came to dominate festival life in
town and urban settings, yet old kekri customs,
such as tin casting to foretell the future, still occur
in the context of Christmas and New Year celebra-
tions. While Easter retains more of its religious
character than do other church holidays, in the
1980s a new Easter custom emerged in which chil-
dren dress up as witches, carry willow twigs, and
travel from house to house seeking treats. Ap-
parently, the Easter witch phenomenon combines
ritual elements from older Scandinavian and East-
ern Orthodox traditions. Midsummer celebrates the
maximum occurrence of light at the summer
solstice, a time when towns and cities are deserted
for lakeside cottages and farms, where bonfires are
lit, food and drink are shared between friends and
relatives, and the national flag is flown. Other sig-
nificant official national holidays include Indepen-
dence Day (6 December), Vappu (May Day), and
Mothers’ Day (second Sunday of May).

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The government maintains a
competitive art grants system that allows com-
posers and performing artists to pursue creative
work for one to five-year periods.

Literature. Finnish culture is known for its rune
song (folk poetry) traditions, which were synthe-
sized in the Kalevala, a powerful symbol of national
identity. Aleksis Kivi’s 1870 novel Seitsemän Veljestä
(Seven Brothers), an unromantic portrayal of the
struggle to clear virgin forest, furthered the devel-
opment of Finnish as a literary language. That novel
helped fuel the burgeoning national consciousness
and became a source of inspiration in many areas of
the arts. Influences from Scandinavian and Russian
literature in the late nineteenth century reinforced a
trend toward realism and social criticism, as exem-
plified by Minna Canth’s depictions of women and
the poor and Juhani Aho’s treatment of emotional
experience. Despite neoromanticist yearnings, a
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A Finnish family in a sauna in Oulu, Finland. Saunas provide a less formal, more open space for reserved Finns to express
themselves.

strong realist current infused literature in the early
twentieth century. This is seen in Ilmari Kianto’s
tragicomic portrayal of a tenant farm family’s
struggles during the prohibition years of the 1920s,
Ryysyrannan Jooseppi (Joseph of Ragged Shore)
(1924), and in the Nobel Prize winner F. E. Sil-
lanpää’s evocations of rural landscapes that over-
power or dwarf human actors. From these roots
have arisen versatile recent novelists and prose writ-
ers, including Väinö Linna, Antti Tuuri, and Olli
Jalonen. The tradition of depicting ordinary people
in familiar social settings has continued, although
powerlessness, anxiety, and other psychological
states have become prominent in contemporary lit-
erature.

Graphic Arts. Innovative functionalist move-
ments have distinguished architecture and the de-
sign of furniture, ceramics, glass, and textiles. The
reputation of Finnish design for combining local ar-
tistic themes with tools and materials adapted to
demanding northern conditions was established at
international fairs and expositions early in the
twentieth century. Similar innovations in industrial
design since the 1960s are seen in protective equip-
ment, forestry machinery, recreational clothing,
sporting goods, and electronics. The arena of con-
temporary visual arts is complex and evolving. As

in architecture and design generally, a concern with
the forces, shapes, colors, and textures of the north-
ern landscape and the human relationship to nature
have strongly influenced painting, sculpture, and
other art forms. This is particularly evident in the
representational romantic art that blossomed at the
end of the nineteenth century. Akseli Gallen-
Kallela’s Great Black Woodpecker (1893) and his nu-
merous paintings interpreting the Kalevala are
exemplars. Abstract art movements did not gain a
foothold until the 1950s. In recent years, however,
graphic artists have experimented with innovative
processes of image production and multimedia
technologies to create new forms of art that some-
times serve as critiques of society and technology.
In addition to a nationwide network of museums
that arrange exhibitions, a new Museum of Con-
temporary Art (KIASMA) has been opened in Hel-
sinki.

Performance Arts. The Kalevala had an impact on
musical performance. The composer Jean Sibelius
drew inspiration from this source in composing his
symphony Kullervo in the early 1890s, and later his
life and work became important symbols of the
national identity. Opera gained a significant
foothold with the organization of a festival at the
fifteenth-century Olavinlinna Castle at Savonlinna
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between 1912 and 1916. That festival was revived
in the 1960s, presaging a revival in opera in the
1970s and 1980s that has continued to the present.
Operas drawing from specific historical events or
themes, such as The Last Temptations and The Red
Line, have resonated with Finnish audiences. Finland
has nearly thirty symphony orchestras and a dozen
major festivals offering classical, folk, and contem-
porary music as well as opera. Theater is another
area with a rich history and a vibrant experimental
present. There are about sixty institutional theaters,
mostly in the cities and larger towns, and outdoor
summer theater is often intertwined with commu-
nity festival life in smaller towns and rural locales
where amateur companies predominate. Plays
based on the novels of Aleksis Kivi and Väinö Linna,
are a popular part of the repertoire in those settings.
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CULTURE NAME

French

ORIENTATION

Identification. French national identity is based
on the historical origins of the nation in Celtic,
Gallo-Roman, and Frankish cultures. The name
‘‘France’’ originally was used to refer to several
peoples in the lower Rhineland. It gradually was
introduced as a more widespread term to denote
that territory, formerly known as Gaul, after the
Frankish invasion and the retreat of the Romans.
The name ‘‘Francia’’ was applied to various terri-
torial units until the Middle Ages, when it came to
signify the kingdom of the French sovereign. Re-
gional identities, such as Provencal and Breton
have coexisted with political units of state control.
The degree to which France is today a homoge-
neous nation is a highly contested topic. Political
and linguistic unification, especially through mass
education, has been an ongoing project of na-
tionalism. The immigrant population comes
mainly from Portugal and northern Africa, al-
though there has been increasing immigration
from eastern Europe. France takes a highly assim-
ilationist approach to its immigrant populations.
The social position of Beurs (the children of North
African immigrants) is an ongoing issue. The pop-
ulation is divided by social class, political party
affiliation, generation, ethnicity, and region. Hav-
ing had a significant rural population well into
the twentieth century, the country continues to be
marked by a rural-urban split.

Location and Geography. The French often refer
to their nation as a hexagon to describe its six-
sided shape, and this term is also a symbol for the
country. Metropolitan France has an area of over
200,000 square miles (518,000 square kilome-
ters), making it the largest Western European na-
tion. It covers 5 percent of the European conti-

nent. Paris is the capital and cultural center, long
dominating the rest of the nation. The older prov-
inces, now reconfigured in what are officially
called regions, have played an important role in
the nation’s history. There are currently twenty-
two regions. The French Republic includes four
overseas departments (départements d’ outre-mer
DOMs): French Guiana, Guadeloupe, Martinique,
and Réunion. These DOMs operate primarily as
departments within the national system. There are
two territorial collectives: Mayotte and Saint
Pierre-et-Miquelon. Overseas territories (territoires
d’outre-mer) include French Polynesia, New Cale-
donia, Wallis, and Futuna.

France borders Andorra, Belgium, Germany, It-
aly, Luxembourg, Monaco, Spain, and Switzerland.
While tied to the mainland of Europe, the country is
open to the Atlantic to the west. It also has coasts on
the Mediterranean Sea to the south and the English
Channel to the north. France has a large range of
terrain and a varied climate and geography. The
major mountain ranges are the Alps in the east and
the Pyrenees in the southwest. Each forms a natural
boundary with other nations. The Massif Central is
a large mountainous plateau in the central area,
which includes the ancient volcanoes of the
Auvergne region. While most of the country is in a
temperate zone, the Mediterranean area is consid-
ered to have a subtropical climate. The four main
rivers are the Seine, the Loire, the Garonne, and the
Rhône. The winds that sweep across the territory
have regional names and are connected to regional
identity, the most famous being le Mistral in the
Rhône valley.

Demography. In 1999, the population was
58,518,748. France has a low population density
compared to other countries in Western Europe. In
an attempt to keep the population up, family allow-
ances are given to each family per child, with no
income restriction. There is much population mo-
bility from urban to rural areas and from region to
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region. The population has more than doubled since
the mid-nineteenth century, when it was 28.3 mil-
lion. The post–World War II period saw fertility
increases in the French version of the baby boom,
but the birthrate began to drop in the early 1970s.
Migration has added to the population. At the turn
of the twentieth century and after World War I,
migration accounted for half the total population
growth.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official language is
French, which is by far the majority language, hav-
ing been imposed on the regional populations since
the nineteenth century. Regional languages and dia-
lects such as Breton, Catalan, Corsican, Basque,
Alsatian, and Flemish are still in use, and some are
taught in regional schools. The law of 11 January
1951 permitted the teaching of regional languages
in regions in which they were in use. The most
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recent update of national language policy regarding
education came in 1995, permitting the teaching of
regional languages at the primary and secondary
levels. In all cases, this is voluntary for pupils.

The nation historically has been divided into
two linguistic regions: that of the langue d’oeil to the
north and that of the langue d’oc to the south. Na-
tional identity is closely identified with the French
language. The purity of the language is officially
protected by the Académie Française established by
Cardinal Richelieu in the seventeenth century,
whose forty members rule over the inclusion of
new words in the language. In 1966, the govern-
ment instituted a further safeguard by establishing
a commission on the French language whose role is
to discourage borrowings from English and
franglais (the combination of the two languages).
The Toubon law of 1994 mandates that French be
spoken in all official, public spheres of life. The
French state also has played a role in the protection
of global francophonie. Then president François
Mitterrand established the Haut Conseil de la Fran-
cophonie in 1984, which sponsors summit meet-
ings among French-speaking countries.

Symbolism. Numerous national symbols are asso-
ciated with the French Revolution, which estab-
lished the nation as a democratic republic at the end
of the eighteenth century. They were further rein-
forced during the Third Republic at the turn of the
twentieth century. Known as the tricoleur, the flag
is blue, white, and red. White is associated with
monarchy, red with the republic, and blue with
Charlemagne, Clovis, and other early rulers. La
Marseillaise became the official national anthem in
1946. It was written in Strasbourg in 1792 but be-
came associated with Marseille when troops from
that city entered Paris singing it on 30 July 1792. It
was an important rallying song during the First
Republic but was not used on official occasions
again until the Third Republic. The Gallic rooster (le
coq gaulois) became associated with the nation dur-
ing the Renaissance. It was used at first as a royal
symbol but during the revolution came to stand for
the identity of the nation. Used variously over time
and sometimes associated with the figure of Liberty
or Marianne, the rooster came to be known as a
symbol of the nation during World War I. Today it
is often used by sports teams.

Marianne is a symbol of the republic as a moth-
erland and stands for the rallying cry of ‘‘liberty,
equality, fraternity.’’ Marianne became an official
national symbol during the Third Republic, al-
though this female figure developed out of female
symbols dating back to the revolutionary period.

There are multiple ways of depicting this figure.
Statues and images have portrayed Marianne as
wearing a helmet and at other times the Phrygian
bonnet; during the Third Republic, she began to be
seen wearing a crown of ripe wheat. Since the nine-
teenth century, mayors have commissioned a
sculpture of Marianne for their town halls. Now
these busts depict popular models, the first of
whom was Brigitte Bardot. The most recent model,
chosen in 1999 after much discussion and debate, is
the actress Laetitia Casta.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The emergence of the
modern nation took place over several centuries and
resulted from a combination of the cultural influ-
ences of Gauls, Romans, and Franks. France was
inhabited mainly by the Gauls, a Celtic-language
group, when the Roman conquest of the territory
began in the first century B.C.E.: The Gallo-Roman
period ended when the Frankish peoples began to
enter the territory from the Germanic east during
the fifth century, led by Clovis.

The term ‘‘France’’ comes from the Franks and
has had three historical meanings. It referred to the
area around Paris; the Île-de-France region, which
was originally a duchy; and the area known as the
kingdom of France, ruled by Hugh Capet and his
descendants. The Treaty of Verdun in 843 estab-
lished the kingdom of ‘‘Western Francia’’ when land
was divided between the heirs of Charlemagne’s son,
Louis the Pious. The medieval period was one of
political fragmentation even as the state administra-
tive bureaucracy grew. The Church supported the
various monarchs, who claimed divine rule. After a
long series of wars, France achieved political unity in
the sixteenth century under Louis XIV. French be-
came the official language, replacing Latin in official
documents, in 1539. The revolution of 1789 estab-
lished the First Republic and abolished the monar-
chy. Attempts to form the First and Second Empires
by Napoleon and his nephew eventually were over-
turned by the Third Republic (1870–1940). This pe-
riod involved a heightened sense of national identity,
with a return to the republican values of the revolu-
tion. It was also a period of heightened colonial
expansion into Africa and Asia. During World War
II, with the German occupation and the Vichy re-
gime under Pétain, there was a crisis of national
identity and a move toward rejection of the ideals of
the revolution. A Fourth Republic was reconstituted
after liberation at the end of the war, and this led to
the current Fifth Republic, whose first president was
Charles de Gaulle, elected in 1958.
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Le Puy lies in the volcanic mountains of south-central France.

France experienced a period of economic pros-
perity after World War II known as the ‘‘thirty
glorious years.’’ This was also a time of rural exo-
dus, expanded urbanization, and important socio-
cultural changes. The events of May 1968 marked a
crisis in national identity as workers and students
agitated for a more open and equal society.

National Identity. National identity is connected
to notions of citizenship, which were established
during the revolution. The original criteria included
factors such as gender, place of birth, age, and
amount of property. Citizenship currently depends
on proof of parentage and residence. The national
identity is based on several factors, including a con-
cept of shared ancestry coming from the Gallic and
Frankish past and territorial roots in the country-
side, a shared national language and culture, and
the ideals of the revolution. It has also been shaped
by religious conflicts between Catholics, Protes-
tants, and Jews and by religious versus secular in-
fluences on government, especially in the realm of
education. Current national identity is primarily an
invention of the Third Republic and has been shaken
by various events in recent history. The degree to
which a coherent national identity has existed is
debatable despite the assimilationist policies of the
government. Linguistic unity was achieved less
than a century ago, and regional languages and cul-

tural practices persist. The growth of the European
Union (EU) and the influx of immigrants eventually
will lead to a revised view of what it means to be
French.

An important element of national identity is the
identity card. Each person on French soil must carry
on his or her person a card or document that dem-
onstrates citizenship or another legal status, such as
a visa or EU passport. The police have the right to
stop anyone at any time to demand to see these
documents.

Ethnic Relations. In a multiethnic state, there are
two major types of ethnic group identity: that
which is associated with territorial groups claiming
a separate identity from the dominant French iden-
tity and that which is associated with immigrants,
such as North Africans. Conflict between the cen-
tralized state and regional groups such as the Corsi-
cans, Bretons, and Basques heightened toward the
end of the twentieth century, when political auton-
omy became a major movement. Corsica has won
the right to limited administrative autonomy.

About 4.5 million foreigners live in France.
These immigrants have come from various nations.
The country has offered political asylum to peoples
such as Cambodians and Czechs. The largest immi-
grant groups are the Portuguese, Algerians, Moroc-
cans, Spanish, Italians, and Tunisians. One of the
most significant conflicts has been in the area of
religious freedom for Islamic groups. The ‘‘scarf
affair’’ of 1989, in which three Muslim girls were
expelled from high school because they refused to
take off their head scarves, drew attention to the
conflict between the secular state school system and
the religious beliefs of immigrants.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

There has long been a dichotomy between Paris and
the rest of the nation or between Paris and the
provinces. Paris is by far the major urban center,
with Lyon following. Not until the 1960s did the
urban population surpass the rural population.
Four-fifths of the population now lives in urban
areas. More than half the urban population lives in
suburbs, however. A movement of population back
to rural areas, if not back to farming, has existed
since the 1970s. Only 3 percent of the population is
employed in agriculture. Regions and cities are
linked through an extensive rail system controlled
by Societé Nationale des Chemins de Fer de France
(SNCF). It is headquartered in Paris, with twenty-
three regional areas. High-speed trains (TGV) link
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Paris with Lyons, Bordeaux, Calais, Strasbourg, and
Montpellier/Marseille-Lyon. Paris is now linked
through the English Channel tunnel to the United
Kingdom. Several major highways built during the
last few decades have improved movement by car.

Architecture ranges from the grand works of
the powerful in the cities, such as the Versailles
palace and the new National Library in Paris, to the
vernacular architecture of rural areas. Buildings
dating from the period of state building in the Third
Republic are particularly symbolic of nationalism.
The architecture of public primary schools built at
the turn of the century in small towns and villages
symbolizes the presence of the nation-state at the
local level. These buildings also house the mayor’s
office. Churches symbolize the power of the Catho-
lic Church, from Notre Dame in Paris to the village
churches whose steeples once dominated the coun-
tryside. Vernacular rural architecture varies from
region to region, reflecting climate, family forms,
and cultural values. Just as each local region had a
local dialect, it had its own style of barns and
houses.

The use of space in rural areas varies considera-
bly. There is a stark contrast between the south,
where there is more open socializing outdoors and
in cafés and a stricter gender division of spatial use,
and the north, where there is less of an emphasis on
these factors. In southern areas, where men tend to
associate in cafés or in the town square, married
women were traditionally not present in such pub-
lic spheres but were confined to the household.
Across the country, however, there is a strong em-
phasis on privacy within the walls of the house or
foyer. Personal space and intimacy are connected,
and close friends and relatives have much closeness
and physical contact. Acquaintances and intimates
are distinguished, and a high degree of formality is
used with acquaintances.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Food plays a major role in the
country’s social life. Wine and cheese are sources of
national pride and reflect regional differences. Meals
are ritualized, and full of social and cultural mean-
ing. There are also political aspects to the meaning
of food. For instance, there has recently been much
concern about the quality of ‘‘engineered’’ food and
a rejection of foods that have been genetically al-
tered. Another recent concern has been la vache folle
(mad cow disease); the French have rejected the
importation of English beef, which has been a major
issue in the EU.

Breton girls in costumes for a festival. Each commune
generally holds a festival during the year.

The three main meals are le petit déjeuner (break-
fast), le déjeuner (lunch), and le dı̂ner (dinner). Al-
though the midday meal had great importance in an
agricultural economy and is still the main meal in
rural areas, there is a tendency for families to eat the
largest meal in the evening. Breakfast is a light meal
of bread, cereal, yogurt, and coffee or hot chocolate.
Lunch and dinner generally involve several courses,
at minimum a first course (l’entree) and a main dish
(le plat), followed by cheese and/or dessert. In res-
taurants, it is common to have a price that includes
all these courses, with a choice of dishes. Children
eat a snack after school, le goûter or quatre-heures,
which usually includes cookies, bread and jam or
chocolate, and a drink.

Meals involve a succession of courses eaten one
at a time. A typical family meal starts with a soup,
followed by vegetables and a meat dish and then a
salad, cheese, and dessert. Wine is commonly served
at meals. Children begin to drink wine during fam-
ily dinners in their early teens, often drinking wine
diluted with water. Most daily food preparation is
done by wives and mothers in family settings even
if both spouses work full-time. The need to prepare
wholesome meals that reflect traditional values is
an increasing source of stress for working women
who feel pressed for time. Convenience foods are

F R A N C E

7 9 5



becoming more prevalent, and fast food is a grow-
ing trend.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Large
family gatherings and dinner parties involve more
elaborate food preparation and more courses than
daily family meals. At such occasions, drink is more
important. An apéritif is served with small snacks or
appetizers before the meal. Different regions have
particular apéritifs: pastis is associated with south-
ern France, and Suze (gentian liqueur) with the
Auvergne. Wines complement the courses. Cham-
pagne often is served to mark ceremonial occasions
and is drunk after the meal. This is followed by
coffee and a digestif (liqueur). It is not uncommon
for ceremonial meals to last three or more hours. In
Normandy, a tradition that involves having a drink
of calvados after each course further lengthens the
meal.

Holidays are associated with special foods. Elab-
orate meals are served on Christmas Eve by Catholic
families who attend midnight Mass. These meals
involve salmon, oysters, turkey, and la bûche de noël
cake. In many regions, crêpes are eaten on 2 Febru-
ary, the Feast of the Virgin. The ceremonial nature
and symbolism of food are evident in rural wedding
ceremonies. Often, mixtures of food and drink are
presented to the wedding couple in a chamber pot in
the early hours of the morning after the wedding.
These mixtures can include champagne and choco-
late or savory soups with carrots and onion.

In many rural regions, it is still common for
families to slaughter a pig each winter and make
sausages, patés, hams, roasts, and chops for freez-
ing. These are ceremonial occasions, and each per-
son who helps the family is given a portion of the
pig.

Basic Economy. The ‘‘thirty glorious years’’ of ex-
pansion of industry after World War II ended with
the oil crises of the 1970s. Since then, the country
has rebuilt its economy and has one of the four
leading economies in Western Europe. Most of the
gross national product (GNP) comes from services,
with industry generating one fourth of the GNP.
France is also a major agricultural nation and is self-
sufficient in this sector. Agriculture now accounts
for less than 3 percent of the GNP, however. The
major agricultural crop is wheat. High unemploy-
ment has plagued the country since the 1970s, par-
ticularly among youth. The unemployment rate
was almost 13 percent in 1997. Inclusion in the EU
has had a major impact on the economy, opening
some markets and restricting others. In 2002,
France will convert from the franc to the euro for all

financial transactions. After several decades of na-
tionalization of major industries, France deregu-
lated those sectors in the 1990s, to create a freer
market.

Land Tenure and Property. Until the middle of
the twentieth century, agriculture was dominated
by small holdings and family farms. Two factors
have affected rural land holdings since World War
II. There has been an acceleration of the rural exodus
leading to a strong migration toward cities, along
with a consolidation of farm lands that had been
scattered through inheritance patterns. This was
called le remembrement and was more successful in
some regions than in others.

Commercial Activities. There are many small
businesses and shops on city streets, and street mar-
kets thrive in the major cities. In the centers of
towns, small shops and specialty boutiques
abound. However, there are also large hypermarchés
or grandes surfaces at the outskirts of most cities
that sell food, clothing, and furniture. Prices are
fixed in stores for the most part, but at markets
there is still a lot of bargaining. The commercial
services of rural villages have declined during the
last twenty years, as a result of depopulation and
the attraction of new chain stores. Increasingly, the
butchers, bakers, and grocers have closed shop, and
people make purchases in small shopping markets
or travel to the nearest city to buy less expensive
goods.

Major Industries. Industry historically was cen-
tered in the northeast and eastern part of the nation,
primarily in Paris, Lille, and Lyon. This has changed
with the penetration of industry into the hinter-
lands and the south. The leading industries are steel,
machinery, chemicals, automobiles, metallurgy,
aeronautics, electronics, mining, and textiles. Tour-
ism is a growing industry in the countryside. Food
processing and agribusiness are important to the
national economy. The government controls several
industrial sectors, including railroads, electricity,
aircraft, and telecommunications. A move toward
privatizing these industries has been under way
since the early 1990s.

Trade. Although the country traditionally took a
protectionist stance toward trade and did not play a
major role in the world economy, this has changed
with the opening of markets through the European
Economic Community and the Common Market.
Foreign trade grew during the 1950s, under de
Gaulle, and by the mid-1960s, France was the
fourth largest exporter in the world. Most exports
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Men working at a vineyard in France. French wine is a source of national pride and an important part of both simple and
elaborate meals.

today go to Europe rather than to former colonies.
During the economic crisis of the 1980s, the balance
of trade favored imports, but in recent years exports
have grown. The major exports are manufactured
goods, including cars and luxury items such as
clothing, perfume, and jewelry. Wheat and dairy
products are also major exports. The country im-
ports raw materials such as oil and agricultural
products, as well as machinery, chemicals, and iron
and steel products.

Division of Labor. Employment is categorized by
the eight PCS (professions and socioprofessional
categories): farmers; artisans, small shopkeepers,
and small business managers; professionals; middle
management; white-collar workers; manual work-
ers; unemployed persons who have never worked;
and military personnel. While the nation had a large
agricultural population well into the twentieth cen-
tury, only 3 percent of the people now work in that
sector, although 10 percent of the population
works in either agriculture or agribusiness. Unem-
ployment (almost 12 percent in 1998) is higher
among women and youth. Labor unions are strong.
The current thirty-nine-hour workweek will fall to
thirty-five hours in 2002.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. France is a class-stratified so-
ciety whose middle class did not develop signifi-
cantly until the 1960s. Historically, society was di-
vided among the nobility, the bourgeoisie, the
peasants, and the urban proletariat. The French sys-
tem was the basis for much of Karl Marx’s analysis
of class struggles during the nineteenth century. The
dominant class now is referred to as the bourgeoisie,
although this term is difficult to define. Primarily,
this class is considered to be the group that controls
education and industry. A major source of debate is
the issue of social mobility for people of different
social origins. Statistics indicate that there is still a
strong tendency for children to remain in the occu-
pational class of their parents. For instance, in 1994,
almost 50 percent of the children of workers became
workers; only 9 percent of them became elite work-
ers. Fifty-six percent of the children of elite workers
became elite workers. The school system is blamed
for the lack of social mobility.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Social stratifica-
tion has two main axes: urban versus rural and
economic class position. The urban upper class gen-
erally has ties to provincial seats of power. The
bourgeoisie establish the major tenets of good taste
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and refinement, of being ‘‘civilized.’’ One’s taste in
music, art, food, and leisure activities generally re-
veals one’s social class origins. Symbols of a higher
class position include knowing not only about fine
art but about the newest trends in avant-garde art,
understanding and being able to purchase fine
wines, and dressing with understatement while re-
vealing refined aesthetic sensibilities. Class con-
sciousness is very strong. ‘‘Symbolic capital’’ plays
a large role in social class, and not only wealth but
family connections and lifestyle determine one’s so-
cial position and opportunities.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. France operates under the constitu-
tion of the Fifth Republic, which was established in
1958. The government is highly centralized, al-
though the 1982 act of decentralization transferred
more power to the regions and communes. Paris is
the capital city. The administration of the govern-
mental system is organized through the levels of
nation, region, department, arrondissement, can-
ton, and commune. The commune is the smallest
administrative level. This system of political admin-
istration dates back to the French Revolution. The
state controls several state-owned companies in the
areas of transportation, energy, and communica-
tions. Thirty percent of the workforce is employed
by the state. The state bureaucracy is complex and
is run by an administrative elite trained at the Na-
tional School of Administration (ENA).

The executive branch includes the president and
the prime minister. The president is elected for a
seven-year term by popular vote. The prime minis-
ter is appointed by the president and serves as head
of the government. In recent years, a form of politi-
cal ‘‘cohabitation’’ has developed, in which the pres-
ident and prime minister come from different politi-
cal parties. The prime minister selects the ministers
and secretaries of state, with approval by the presi-
dent. Legislative power resides in a bicameral parlia-
ment composed of the Assemblée Nationale (Na-
tional Assembly) and the Senat (Senate). The
deputies of the Assemblée Nationale are elected by
popular vote for five-year terms; senators are
elected though an electoral college system for nine-
year terms.

The twenty-two metropolitan regions, which
recently received a formal role in government, are
each composed of several departments. A region is
headed by a regional prefect and served by elected
regional council members who represent the de-
partments. The regional council elects a president of

the council. The department is headed by a prefect,
and each canton elects a council member to serve at
that level. Communes elect a mayor and a munici-
pal council. There are a little over 36,000 com-
munes, and their populations can range in size from
under one thousand to that of a large city. The vast
majority of communes are in the countryside.

Leadership and Political Officials. France is po-
litically divided between the right and the left. There
are five major political parties. To the far right is the
Front National (FN), which has been growing in
power since the 1980s under the leadership of Jean-
Marie Le Pen. The two major parties on the demo-
cratic right are the Rassemblement pour la
République (RPR) founded by Jacques Chirac in
1976 and the Union pour la Democratie Française
(UDF) founded by Valéry Giscard d’Estaing in 1978.
On the left, there is the Parti Socialiste (PS) and the
Parti Communiste Française (PCF). In 1981, the PS
replaced the earlier SFIO, led by François Mitterrand.
The Communist Party was formed in 1920.

Political leaders rise to power by gaining elec-
tion at the local level, and then accruing more politi-
cal titles. It is possible for a politician to hold more
than one office at different levels simultaneously,
and this is a common method for gaining political
support. Election to office depends on social net-
works, as well as on the personal charisma of the
politician. The concept of ‘‘legitimacy’’ is crucial; to
be viewed as a legitimate candidate is to have local
roots and a strong social network. A successful
politician must make good use of symbolism and
ritual in order to embody various ideals. A high
degree of formality is associated with political of-
fice, and interactions with elected officials require
correct etiquette. One should, for instance, address a
mayor as Monsieur or Madame le Mayor.

Social Problems and Control. The police are a
noticeable presence, particularly in urban areas and
transport centers such as airports and subway sta-
tions. Visibly armed, they have the right to stop
any person to demand to see documents of identity.
The police force is divided between those who work
for the minister of the interior and those who work
for the minister of defense (gendarmes). There is also
a National Security Police force (CRS) that is called
in during demonstrations and strikes, which occur
frequently. An important form of political protest,
demonstrations often disrupt urban streets and
highways. Labor unions are strong, and striking
workers regularly stop social services, such as trash
pickup and public transportation, and access to
public buildings, such as museums.
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People at an outdoor café in France. Cafés are social centers for men in southern France and are also popular among tourists.

Major social problems include AIDS, homeless-
ness, and terrorism. The rate of violent crimes such
as homicide is low. Terrorist attacks and bombings
occur randomly, if infrequently and were at their
height most recently during the Gulf War. The Na-
tional Security Police justify their strong military
presence as a deterrent to terrorism.

Military Activity. The president is the commander
in chief of the military, and the minister of defense
reports directly to the president. France has an
army, navy, and air force. It also contributes to the
United Nations military forces and is in the NATO
alliance, although its relationship to NATO has been
precarious at times. France was involved in several
armed conflicts during the twentieth century. After
the first and second world wars, it was involved in
colonial wars in Algeria and Indochina. The draft is
being phased out and will disappear in 2002. Uni-
versal compulsory military service for a period of at
least sixteen months has been mandatory for all
eighteen-year-old males and marked an important
rite of passage into adulthood.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

There is an elaborate social welfare program. The
social security system was formed in 1946. It is
funded not by the state but by employers and

workers directly. There are several plans, which
vary with one’s level of employment and profes-
sional status. A minimum level of income is assured
for the unemployed and destitute under the RMI
(Revenue Minimum d’Insertin), the unemployment
assistance payment that is paid for through taxa-
tion. Benefits of the social security system include
family allowances (paid per child), infant allow-
ances for pregnant women and newborns, single-
parent supplements, benefits for sickness and disa-
bility, and unemployment insurance.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

About half the people belong to a voluntary associa-
tion, including political parties, and there are
800,000 associations. The 1901 Law of Associa-
tions regulates noneconomic activities such as
sports clubs, cultural groups, and other clubs.
There are clubs for immigrants, the elderly, youth,
and leisure activities. Much of civic life is organized
through associations.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Peasant households
traditionally had a strict gender division of labor
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Architectural view of Pierrefont Castle, a reminder of the wars that have punctuated French history.

that was incorporated into community life, with
the family farm being both a kinship unit and an
economic unit. Husband and wife generally worked
together, sometimes participating in different tasks
related to agricultural labor. The degree to which
gender segregation in daily life was upheld varied by
region. In general, women carried out domestic
tasks of housekeeping, food preparation, and child
care; however, they also were involved in farm
labor, such as harvesting and tending young ani-
mals. With the growth of industrialization, family
farms involved much less cooperation between hus-
band and wife in economic activities. A separation
of the domestic sphere from the place of work and
the growth of wage earning changed the household
division of labor. Women worked outside the home
as washerwomen, factory workers, and domestics.
In bourgeois families in the nineteenth century,
husbands controlled wealth and their wives were
dependent on them, having limited autonomy in
the raising of the children. Today, almost half of all
workers are female and the dual-career family is
becoming the norm. Women continue to face in-
equalities in the job market, with lower wages than
men for comparable work and more difficult career
paths. Women are rare in the highest-paid profes-
sions and dominate in clerical work, social work,
and primary teaching. There have been proposals

for a ‘‘maternal wage’’ that would compensate
housewives for their labor.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
Napoleonic Code of 1803 denied power to women in
marriage, and women did not gain the right to vote
until 1944. Only in the 1960s did wives gain the
right to open bank accounts or work without the
husband’s permission. The Badinter Law of 1985
established equal rights for women in marriage. The
feminist movement has slowly made advances but
continues to struggle. The degree to which farm
women have lower status than males is a subject of
debate. Economic and cultural factors influence the
power of women at the level of the family and
community.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage rates and age at marriage are
related to socioeconomic class and region. Overall,
the marriage rate is declining and the age at marriage
is rising. The average age of marriage for men is
twenty-nine, and that for women is twenty-seven.
Women tend to marry later when they seek higher
education. Rural male celibacy has been associated
with rural-urban migration since the 1960s. Geo-
graphic homogamy is a strong factor in marriage:
Over half of all marriages involve partners from the
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same department. There is also a high level of reli-
gious homogamy. The divorce rate has increased in
recent years, especially since a 1975 law that made
the process easier and faster. One in three marriages
ends in divorce. All marriages are sanctioned by a
civil ceremony in the town hall. Religious ceremo-
nies must follow the civil ceremony, so that fre-
quently wedding parties make the trip between
mayor’s office and the church. Payment for the
weddings of young people is most often divided
equally between the families of the bride and the
groom. There has been a rise in cohabitation for
unmarried couples. A recent law permitting legal
unions that are not marriages for couples has given
legal status to cohabitating couples, including ho-
mosexual couples. The PACS (pacte d’association
civile et solidaire) law, passed in 1999, set up an
intermediate union between marriage and coha-
bitation. A pacte is easier to dissolve than a marriage.

Domestic Unit. The basic domestic unit is called le
ménage. This includes all persons living in the same
dwelling. These persons are not necessarily related.
There has been a rise in single-person households
since the 1960s. In 1997, 18 percent of all house-
holds were composed of single women, and 12 per-
cent of single men. Most households, however, are
composed of couples with (35 percent) or without
(28 percent) children. There were three types of do-
mestic units traditionally: the patriarchal family,
the stem family, and the nuclear family, which pre-
dominates today. In the patriarchal family (a rural
model that was prevalent in parts of central France),
siblings stayed at home and their spouses joined the
household. These large families owned property
jointly. In the more hierarchical stem family, which
was the most common, there was a pattern of
primogeniture. The eldest son would remain in the
parental home, but daughters and younger sons
were obliged to seek their fortunes elsewhere. That
pattern persists in some rural communities, al-
though primogeniture has been illegal since 1804
under the Napoleonic Code. One sibling takes over
the farm but ‘‘pays off’’ the parts of the patrimony
due to his or her siblings. The nuclear family was
most prevalent in southern France and has a more
egalitarian basis than the stem family. A young
couple would be established in their own household
by both sets of parents.

Inheritance. One of the major functions of the
domestic unit is the transmission of property to
children. Inheritance involves material and symbol-
ic goods. Most property is held in the form of im-
movable goods such as buildings and land. Social

inequalities are perpetuated through unequal access
to inheritances among members of different fami-
lies. Inheritance occurs not just at the death of the
parents but at marriage or the setting up of a house-
hold for a young person, when loans or gifts are
extended by parents. Inheritance also involves
‘‘cultural capital,’’ including education, access to
various lifestyles, and ways of speaking. Although
the Napoleonic Civil Code established uniform regu-
lation of inheritance and authority within the fam-
ily and equal inheritance among siblings, there are
regional variations in the application of the law.

Kin Groups. Kinship is bilateral, with kindreds be-
ing recognized as important units of social support.
Kinship was historically more important for the
peasantry and bourgeoisie than for workers or the
petite bourgeoisie, who maintained neighborhood
ties that were sometimes stronger than kin ties.
Today the family plays a major role in transmitting
cultural values, despite the decline in marriage and
increasing geographic mobility. Most people con-
tinue to live in the region in which they grew up
even if they move from a village to a city. Weekend
visits to parents and grandparents are common.
There is much diversity in the meaning and
strength of kin ties across social class and ethnic
lines. Ideologies of kinship, in which certain family
forms are privileged over others, represent a critique
of the kinship patterns of the working classes and
immigrants.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Infant care is done primarily by the
mother, although fathers and female relatives par-
ticipate. In the past, upper-class women sent their
children to wet nurses until they were weaned.
Children were swaddled with various methods, de-
pending on the region. Baptism is an important
familial celebration of the birth of an infant.

Child Rearing and Education. State-sponsored
schools for early childhood education begin to take
children at the age of three. There are also state-
subsidized child care centers for younger children.
Although the influence of the family in childhood
socialization is very important, there are regional
and class-based variations in the methods used. In
general, children have been seen as naturally ‘‘wild’’
and in need of learning how to behave in the proper
(‘‘civilized’’) way through guidance from adults.
Peer socialization is as important as adult socializa-
tion, however, and children generally develop a
strong peer culture. There are both public, state-run
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schools and private (mostly Catholic) schools,
which receive some state aid if they follow the state
curriculum. Public education was established as
mandatory, free, and secular by the Ferry laws of
the late nineteenth century. Education is controlled
by the Ministry of Education and Research, with the
exception of agricultural education, which is under
the Ministry of Agriculture. There are three levels of
public schooling: the primary school, the college,
and the lycee. Schooling is mandatory until age
sixteen.

Higher Education. Students receive a higher edu-
cation after they have completed secondary school-
ing and successfully taken one of several examina-
tions to earn a baccalaureat. Historically, higher
education was divided between universities and
grandes écoles. Decentralization efforts have been
under way to counter the domination of Paris over
academic research and teaching. Provincial centers
of learning have grown and received increased fund-
ing. About 10 percent of all students are foreign.
With the growth of the European Union, education
initiatives have fostered partnerships between
French universities and universities in other Euro-
pean nations.

ETIQUETTE

In French, ‘‘etiquette’’ means both ‘‘etiquette’’ and
‘‘ceremony.’’ Social class distinctions determine the
importance of various forms of correct social be-
havior. In general when people greet each other,
they shake hands or embrace with a kiss on both
cheeks (called faire la bise). Kissing is only done
when two people are close friends or relatives. For
the most part, the embrace is done only the first
time in a day in which one sees someone and is not
repeated again until one says good-bye. There is
also formality in verbal greetings, so that one
shows respect by adding ‘‘Madam,’’ ‘‘Monsieur,’’
or ‘‘Mademoiselle’’ to any greeting. There are im-
portant public and private distinctions. In public
spaces, one generally does not smile at strangers or
make eye contact with them (for instance, in the
subway or bus) and should keep one’s voice low
when speaking. Privacy is also maintained in
homes, so that doors to bedrooms and bathrooms
are kept closed. When shopping in smaller stores,
the buyer generally greets the proprietor upon
entry, and the proprietor helps the client choose the
goods to be purchased. It is less common to have
free access in a store, although the growth of large
hypermarkets and shopping malls is changing this
custom.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. France has been dominated by
the influence of the Catholic Church, yet the consti-
tution declares it to be a ‘‘secular’’ country. Secu-
larism does not reject religion but attempts to bar
any single religion from gaining political control.
The minister of the interior is also the minister of
religions, an office established to ensure the repre-
sentation of various creeds. About 80 percent of the
population is Roman Catholic. The second largest
religion in terms of adherents is Islam. There are
about a million Protestants; 700,000 Jews; and
200,000 Orthodox (Russian and Greek) Christians.
There is also a significant Buddhist population.
About 15 percent of the population claims the sta-
tus of a nonbeliever. Religious practice has dimin-
ished during the last fifty years, and less than 10
percent of the population attends religious services.

The dominance of Catholicism is historically
linked to the conversion of Clovis in 496. In most of
the country, communes began as parishes, and
most rural villages see the local church building as a
symbol of local identity. The church bell rings to
mark deaths, wars, and weddings. French history is
marked by religious struggles between Catholics
and Protestants, especially during the wars of reli-
gion in the sixteenth century. Many Protestants fled
during the seventeenth century, when their reli-
gious rights were rescinded by Louis XIV.

The French Revolution in the eighteenth cen-
tury was in part a reaction to the power and wealth
of the Catholic Church. The 1905 law passed during
the Third Republic officially separated church and
state. The split between republicans, who supported
a secular state, and antirepublicans, who were con-
servative and Catholic, was strong at the local level
in Catholic regions such as Brittany during the turn
of the century. Anti-Semitism is symbolized by the
Dreyfus Affair, which was sparked at end of the
nineteenth century by the false conviction for spy-
ing and imprisonment under a death sentence of a
Jewish army officer. This divided republican and
antirepublican factions across the nation. Anti-
Semitism was prevalent during the Vichy regime
and has resurfaced with the neofascist Front Na-
tional.

Folk religion varies by region. Witchcraft beliefs
persist in some regions, such as the Vendée. Many
Catholic regions combine elements of folk religion
and Catholicism in their belief systems.

Religious Practitioners. Because of the strong in-
fluence of the Catholic Church, priests are the most
important religious practitioners at the local level.
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Characteristic stone buildings in the village of Lot. Privacy is strongly valued in French households.

The village priest was historically a major presence
in rural areas. The triad of priest, mayor, and
schoolmaster was a feature of village life in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Strong
anticlerical beliefs, particularly in southern areas,
challenged this status. A shortage of priests has
reached a crisis point. Reflecting this shortage as
well as the decline in religious participation, few
village churches hold regular services or have a vil-
lage priest. People must travel to towns for mass.

France has a variety of religious practices. Im-
migrants bring new forms of both established and
folk religious practices to urban areas. For Muslim
immigrants in particular, religious practice is an
important way to preserve one’s identity in an as-
similationist society. In rural areas, folk healers and
diviners are consulted. New Age religions are thriv-
ing, and herbalists, massage healers, and other
practitioners are growing in influence.

Rituals and Holy Places. France was the site of
many pilgrimages during the Middle Ages. Most
regions have historic churches that are visited regu-
larly on holy days, with processions leading to
them. Lourdes is one of the best known pilgrimage
sites in the world. Located in the Pyrenees region in
the southwest, it is visited by five million people
each year. In 1858, the Virgin Mary appeared to a

young girl, Bernadette Soubirous, at the grotto in
Lourdes. This miracle inspires handicapped and ill
people to visit this site and take the waters, which
are believed to have healing qualities. Lourdes has a
Web site where one can hear the church bells and
watch the visitors.

Death and the Afterlife. The Judeo-Christian tra-
dition dominates beliefs about the afterlife, with
heaven and hell playing a major role in the cosmol-
ogy. In traditional rural areas, there was a fatalist
approach to death, and in many regions, such as
Brittany, a ‘‘cult’’ of death — especially among
older women. Funerals are important events, draw-
ing from the entire community. The cemetery in
France is a symbolic site of memory, often visited by
older female relatives who tend to family plots.
Young children often accompany grandmothers for
walks through cemeteries.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

The French system of social security manages
health care along with family allowances, retire-
ment benefits, and unemployment. The national
health system covers medical expenses and hospi-
talization for French citizens, and is run by a com-
mission composed of representatives of employers
and worker organizations. Most of the time, pa-
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Only about 3 percent of France’s population is employed in agriculture, although people have been moving back to rural areas to
live since the 1970s.

tients pay out of pocket for services or medications,
and are then reimbursed according to a schedule of
rates. Supplemental private health insurance is pur-
chased by many people. There are both public and
private hospitals in France, with the latter charging
higher fees. The health care system is funded by
social security payments taken from wages. Health
care is very good in France, since most people have
free access to it. Life expectancy is high—80.9 years
for women and 72.7 for men.

Death resulting from complications of alcohol-
ism remains a major factor in mortality rates in
France, third after heart disease and cancer. The
major health issues in France in the past few decades
have been AIDS (SIDA) and access to birth control.
The rate of AIDS in France ranks second after the
United States among industrialized countries. The
HIV virus was first identified at the Institut Louis
Pasteur in Paris, a major scientific research institute.

The sale of birth control and legalization of
abortion came much later in France than in other
industrialized nations. The role of the Catholic
Church in this is important, as is the influence of the
women’s movement on the changes in policy. Birth
control was first permitted to be sold in 1967, and
abortion did not become legal until 1975.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

France has several civic holidays ( jours feriés), when
schools, museums, and stores close. These public
holidays, which include some with a religious ori-
gin, are: le Jour de l’An—1 January; May Day or
Labor Day—1 May; World War II Victory Day—8
May; Easter (date varies); Ascension Day (after Eas-
ter); Pentecost Monday; Bastille Day—14 July; As-
sumption Day—15 August; All Saints Day or
Toussaint—1 November; Armistice Day—11 No-
vember; and Christmas—25 December. Along with
Bastille Day, Armistice Day is the most patriotic of
these holidays, marking the end of World War I.
There are speeches and parades in local communities
involving local dignitaries and veterans, who place a
wreath on the war memorial.

Bastille Day is the most important national hol-
iday, celebrated in every commune with town
dances, fireworks, and other festivities. On this day,
there is a parade down the Champs-Elysée in Paris,
involving the President and other dignitaries. Bas-
tille Day marks the storming of the state prison,
known as Bastille, by the citizens of Paris during the
French Revolution. Known popularly as the 14th of
July (le quatorze juillet), Bastille Day celebrates the
overthrow of monarchy and the beginnings of the
French Republic.
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Each commune in France generally holds a
town festival during the year. In some regions,
these incorporate religious and secular symbolisms.
There are dances, parades, sports competitions, and
other activities.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. There is a great deal of sup-
port for the arts in France at the state, regional, and
municipal levels. The French Ministry of Culture
funds artists as well as restoration projects and mu-
seums.

Literature. Oral traditions and folktales predomi-
nated in pre-modern France. Up until the mid-
twentieth century, rural communities held veillées,
in which neighbors gathered in someone’s home
around the hearth to trade stories and tales. French
written literature is considered one of the greatest
world traditions. The first works of literature in
French were the Chansons de Geste of the eleventh
century, a series of epic poems. During the Renais-
sance, France’s great national literature flourished
with works by François Rabelais, Michel Eyquem de
Montaigne, and Pierre de Ronsard. Enlightenment
writers such as Voltaire, Montesquieu (Charles-
Louis de Secondat), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau
helped to shape a national consciousness during this
time. Nineteenth-century writers took up themes of
struggles between social classes, clerical and an-
ticlerical forces, and conservatives and liberals. They
also developed a form of realist writing that charted
the various regional differences, and urban-rural
splits, in France. François-Auguste-René de Cha-
teaubriand, Madame de Staël, George Sand, Victor
Hugo, Stendhal (Marie-Henri Beyle), Honoré de
Balzac, and Gustave Flaubert were the great novel-
ists of this period. Poets included Charles-Pierre
Baudelaire, Alphonse-Marie-Louis de Prat
Lamartine, Arthur Rimbaud, Paul Verlaine, and
Stéphane Mallarmé. Earlier twentieth century writ-
ers include Marcel Proust, Anatole France, Jules
Romains, Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette, François
Mauriac, Louis-Ferdinand Celine, and André-
Georges Malraux. French existentialism during the
postwar period is associated with writers Albert
Camus and Simone de Beauvoir. The so-called ‘‘new
novel’’ came to the fore in the 1950s and its repre-
sentatives include Nathalie Sarraute and Alain
Robbe-Grillet.

France gives several literary prizes each year.
These include the Goncourt, the Renaudot, the Med-
icis, and the Femina.

Graphic Arts. France’s most important graphic art
forms are painting, sculpture, and architecture. The
prehistory of French art is also important, including
the famous cave paintings in southwestern France.
The nineteenth century period of Romanticism in
painting is associated with Eugène Delacroix and
Jean-Auguste Ingres. Paintings of peasant life
flourished during this century, particularly in the
work of Jean Courbet and Jean-François Millet. Im-
pressionism, in which color and light became im-
portant, is associated with Claude Monet, (Jean)
Pierre Auguste Renoir, Camille Pissaro, Edgar De-
gas, Édouard Manet, and Morissette. Postimpres-
sionism followed later in the century, with works
by Henri Matisse, Paul Cézanne, Georges Seurat,
and Pierre Bonnard. Great twentieth century
painters include Georges Braque, and Jean
Dubuffet. The most famous French sculptor is Au-
guste Rodin.

Performance Arts. Theater and dance have a
strong tradition in France, both in the classical sense
and in the realm of folklife. As in most of France’s
cultural life, Paris dominates the grand traditions of
theater. France’s great dramatists include Pierre
Corneille, Jean Racine, Molière, Victor Hugo, Alex-
andre Dumas pere and fils, Jean Anouilh, and Jean
Genet. The Comédie Française in Paris still presents
the classic works of Molière and Racine. Opera is
also popular in France, cutting across social class.
Street theater, pageants, and regional theatrical pro-
ductions flourish in the provinces. The city of Tou-
louse is particularly well-known for its perform-
ance arts. French cinema is subsidized more highly
by the state than other European movie industries,
and the French have access to more nationally-pro-
duced films than their neighbors. Many French cit-
ies hold movie festivals during the year, the most
famous being that in Cannes in early summer.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Most scientific research is supported and sponsored
in France through the network of the CNRS (Center
for National Research). Scientific research is also
funded by the CNES (French National Space Agency)
and INSERM (the National Institute for Health and
Medical Research). France is among the four world
leaders in scientific funding. The CNRS has funded
many laboratories in which winners of Nobel prizes
and Fields medal for mathematics have worked.
CNRS (including the research institutes it funds)
and French universities are the major sources of
support for scientific research. Very often, profes-
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sors and researchers at universities also have ap-
pointments at CNRS. There is, however, a series of
exams that one must pass in order to enter into the
CNRS.

French ethnographic research in France is
funded by the Mission du Patrimoine Ethnologique,
which is part of the Ministry of Culture. The Mis-
sion participates in the journal Ethnologie Francaise
and publishes its own journal, Terrain. It also pub-
lishes books in association with the Maison des
Sciences de l’Homme, an institute for advanced re-
search in Paris. Another major site for the anthro-
pology of France is LAIOS, the Anthropological Lab-
oratory for the Study of Institutions and Social
Organizations in Paris.
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CULTURE NAME

French Guianese

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Guyane Francaise

ORIENTATION

Identification. Christopher Columbus sighted the
Guiana coast in 1498 during his third trip to the
New World. The French first settled the land one
hundred years later, calling it Guiana, the French
form of an American Indian word that means ‘‘land
of waters.’’

Location and Geography. French Guiana is on the
northern coast of South America. It is nestled be-
tween Suriname to the west and Brazil to the east
and south. It covers approximately 34,750 square
miles (90,000 square kilometers), about the same
size as Indiana. The close proximity of the equator
(which lies a few degrees south) contributes to the
hot and humid climate, which averages 80 degrees
Fahrenheit (27 degrees Celsius) all year.

There are three main regions: the coastal plain
in the north, a hilly plateau in the middle, and the
Tumac-Humac Mountains in the south. Most of
the interior (83 percent of it) is dense tropical rain
forest. There are more than twenty rivers that flow
into the Atlantic Ocean from French Guiana. The
most important of these are the Oyapock, which
forms the southeastern border with Brazil, and the
Maroni, which forms the border with Suriname.

Demography. The 1998 population in French
Guiana was approximately 167,982. Around 40
percent of the population lives in the capital of Cay-
enne. African and Afro-Europeans make up 66 per-
cent of the total population with Europeans making
up another 18 percent and east Asians, Chinese,
Amerindians, and Brazilians making up the remain-

der. In the sparsely populated interior the Oyampi
and Palik tribes still follow a traditional pre-colum-
bian way of life. There are also a few tribes de-
scended from African slaves who escaped from
plantations to live a lifestyle similar to their native
central Africa.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official language is
French. All business and most common dialogue is
conducted using the mainstream French. The native
tribes in the interior, however, use their own lan-
guage, and the African tribes use Taki-Taki, a pidgin
English.

Symbolism. The heavy influence of the French cul-
ture is evident throughout the country, and in the
capital many of the customs and attitudes of France
predominate.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The Arawak Indians are
the people first known to inhabit French Guiana.
The next major waves of people were the Caribs.
These peoples came from the Amazon and traveled
to the Antilles (most of the islands of the West
Indies). The Caribs displaced many of the Arawak.
During the age of discovery and Christopher Co-
lumbus’s journeys, the Caribs were still traveling
through the Caribbean.

The French were the first Europeans to settle in
French Guiana. They arrived in the early 1600s,
when many of the European powers were colo-
nizing the Americas and looking for the lost city of
gold, El Dorado. Between the climate and Indian
attacks the first settlement was a failure. In 1634
the French settled again and this time they did not
leave. Cayenne was founded as the capital some
time later and it has remained the country’s largest
city.

Plantations were established in parts of the
land, forming an economic base. Following a series
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of agricultural failures and culminating with the
abolition of slavery in 1848, most of the plantations
closed. One of the agricultural settlements located in
Kourou became the infamous Devil’s Island penal
colony. France had sent many political prisoners to
French Guiana during the French Revolution; now
the most hardened and notorious criminals and
dissidents were also sent over the ocean to the penal
colony. In nearly one hundred years of operation
Devil’s Island received more than seventy thousand
prisoners. All camps were closed in 1945.

Twenty years later Kourou was once again in
the spotlight of France and receiving its people. This
time, however, scientists—not prisoners—were ar-
riving, to construct and operate the European Space
Agency’s rocket-launching center.

In 1946 French Guiana ceased being a colony
and became an official overseas department of
France. The 1980s saw the rise of a pro-indepen-
dence party, but ultimately the group lost power

because the majority of French Guianese support
being a part of France.

National Identity. In the political and cultural
sense there is no national identity. The nation for
the French Guianese is France. The diversity of eth-
nic groups and the lack of common history add to
the problem of internal national identity. The Am-
erindians living in the central part of the country
seem to identify the least with the French and Euro-
pean way of life.

Ethnic Relations. A complex weave of ethnicity
and culture forms French Guiana’s population. The
Creole population, itself a large mix of ethnicity and
culture, comprises the largest ethnic group and has
had the greatest influence on the country’s culture.
Fewer than one hundred of the native settlers, the
Arawaks, currently live in the central part of the
country. The Caribs have a few small communities
along the coast and have mingled with the Creoles.
There is also a noticeable settlement of Vietnamese
who came over in the early and middle parts of the
twentieth century. The cultures interact fairly well
and inherently adopt and adapt to local flavors.
Considering the small population, the larger culture
is forced to recognize all of its peoples.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

With the exception of the Amerindian tribes in the
interior, most people live in one of the cities. Cay-
enne alone has 40 percent of the population. Houses
range greatly in size and uniqueness, but the rela-
tive prosperity that results from living under the
French flag allows the houses to be built of decent
quality, and almost all have running water and
electricity. They are usually painted light colors
such as blue and yellow in keeping with the Carib-
bean Creole style. Small gardens are often annexed
to the houses. The Amerindian residences in the
interior are usually simple thatched roof huts, fol-
lowing tradition.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The diversity of cultures has
given the local foods their flavor. Caribbean and
Creole style foods are common along with Western
foods and such Asian cuisines as Vietnamese and
Chinese. Seafood, especially shrimp, is eaten quite
often. Rice accompanies most of the dishes.

Basic Economy. The economy is closely tied to
France. Shrimp and other seafood production is the
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Children washing clothes in a river in Saint Laurent. More than twenty rivers find their way to the Atlantic Ocean from
French Guiana.

major economical asset. The space agency has be-
come the second most important asset, with predic-
tions for even more growth. Forestry of the
untapped interior holds economic potential. Sugar-
cane and other cash crops are grown by the agricul-
tural sector.

Commercial Activities. Family members still
comprise the farm labor. Locally grown vegetables
and fruit are sold in markets along with fish and
meats. The demand for livestock is heavy and like-
wise can be profitable for the sellers. Small craft-
work is sold to both tourists and locals. The build-
ing materials for these crafts and for carpentry
projects are also sold. Among the major buyers of
these materials are the many small-scale construc-
tion companies. The service sector is also important
at the local level.

Major Industries. The major industries are shrimp
and fish processing and aerospace. Lumber and con-
struction are secondary industries. The agricultural
products are sugar, rice, manioc, cocoa, vegetables,
and bananas. Cattle, pigs, and poultry are the main
livestock animals.

Trade. The major exports are shrimp, lumber,
gold, rice, rum, rosewood essence, and clothing.

In 1997 the exports totaled $148 million (U.S.).
France bought the bulk of the products, more than
60 percent, with the United States, the European
Union, and Japan buying the rest. French Guiana
has always bought much more then it sold, result-
ing in high trade deficits since its inception. In 1997
the country imported $600 million (U.S) of goods,
such as processed meats, grains, machinery, fuels,
and chemicals. The largest import partner is of
course France, with Germany, Belgium, and the
United States making up the remainder. A large
national debt has accrued because of the constant
trade deficit.

Division of Labor. The total labor force in 1997
was 58,800. The bulk of the labor force (60 percent)
fell within the service, government, and commerce
sectors. Industry accounted for 21 percent and agri-
culture 18 percent. Unemployment was at nearly a
quarter of the total labor force and affected mostly
younger workers.

The fishing and forestry sectors rely on local,
many times unskilled, labor. The space center in
Kourou employs some of the most educated persons
in the world. In addition to scientists, the space cen-
ter employs numerous lower-skilled workers to
pave roads, construct buildings, transport goods,
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and perform service functions ranging from food
production to hotel management.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The heavy subsidization by
the French government has resulted in much more
disposable income than if the country would have
to rely on its own products alone. This helped create
the highest standard of living in South America. The
rural parts of the country see the least of the relative
prosperity.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The common
indicators of wealth in the Western world are also
relevant in French Guiana. These include French-
fashioned clothes, larger houses, and education.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. French Guiana is a part of the French
Republic and thereby subject to the same regula-
tions and political hierarchy as France. There is a
general council that handles local affairs and the
relationship with the republic. It is composed of
sixteen elected officials from each canton. They elect
a president of the department.

Regional councilors are elected by proportional
representation of the political parties. This council
involves many of the same tasks as the general
council but focuses more on long-term economic
issues. A prefect, appointed from Paris, technically
has the most power in the department but is usu-
ally relegated to military and security duties as the
local officials are given more say in the running of
the country. Two deputies and one senator are sent
from French Guiana to Paris to serve in the national
parliament. The judicial branch is the same as main-
land France with the highest local court based on the
Caribbean island of Martinique.

Leadership and Political Officials. The leader
credited with exerting the most influence in regard
to French Guiana becoming an overseas department
is Gaston Monnerville. He was the elected deputy in
the years 1932–1946—the last year of his service
being the year that departmentalization was
enacted. Another important political figure of the
time was the mayor of Cayenne, Constant Chlore.
He was the founder of the only communist party in
French Guiana and became integral to trade union
pacts. Since that time French Guiana has had a
rotating cast of local politicians in favor of and
against French rule. As of 2001, the locally elected
prefect was Dominique Vian.

A street scene in Cayenne. French Guianese markets offer a
variety of locally grown fruits and vegetables in addition to
meat and fish.

Social Problems and Control. French Guiana has
had no major human rights abuses in recent times.

Military Activity. The defense of borders is a re-
sponsibility of France. This military includes the
French Forces and the Gendarmerie. The availability
of men fit for service was thirty thousand in 1999.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Local officials are in charge of social planning.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

European agencies, trade unions, and other associa-
tions with France are prevalent in French Guiana.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Women are gener-
ally responsible for tending to the children and other
household tasks. The men are in charge of providing
financial support. This holds especially true in the
rural areas, although there is some variation among
the different ethnic groups.
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Fishing boats are moored on the bank of Laussat Canal, and fishing nets hang out to dry in Cayenne. Shrimp and fish processing
are major industries in the country.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Business and politics are governed by the French
system. There is no systematic discrimination
against women, but women tend not to be in the
upper echelon of either field.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Most marriage ceremonies take place
within the church, as is the custom in most of
South America.

Domestic Unit. Families have followed a Western
trend of becoming smaller. The average birthrate is
3.31 children per woman. Regardless of size, fami-
lies maintain their closeness through activities and
religion.

Kin Groups. As with families, the members of
larger kin groups tend to be close and live within
close proximity to one another.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. Schooling is com-
pulsory until age sixteen. Primary schools exist all
over the country, while secondary schools are lo-
cated primarily in Cayenne and large towns. The

educational system is the same as in France and has
contributed to the literacy rate of more than 80
percent.

Higher Education. Professional and university
level students get their education overseas, usually
in France. Because of the students’ European Com-
munity status, they are granted all the same privi-
leges as European students.

ETIQUETTE

French values permeate French Guiana. Dress is
Western in style in the sense that light colors and
short sleeves are worn in warm climates. The people
are generally known for their friendliness, although
the indigenous peoples in the interior see very few
foreigners and therefore may appear to be wary at
first.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The vast majority of French
Guianans are Roman Catholic. There are many
other religions practiced by the minority groups.
These include indigenous Amerindian shamanistic
religions, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and African-
based religions.
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Death and the Afterlife. The Catholic rituals are
followed, including a cycle of prayers upon death
and a funeral at which friends and family gather.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

All medical affairs are handled by the State Depart-
ment of Health. This department works with such
organizations as the Pasteur Institute to eradicate
diseases. Vaccinations are free and compulsory for
tuberculosis, diphtheria, polio, yellow fever, and
measles, mumps, and rubella. There are high inci-
dences of malaria (almost six thousand cases in
1995), dengue fever, and various sexually trans-
mitted diseases. A number of AIDS cases have ended
in death, accounting for approximately 10 percent
of all adult deaths.

There are seven medical doctors per ten thou-
sand people, but these doctors are available only in
urban areas. The average life expectancy is 76.4
years.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

All major French holidays are celebrated, including
Bastille Day, Labor Day, and the Catholic holidays.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Performance Arts. The various ethnic groups
value dance and music. The urban areas listen to
modern music; the tribes of African origin produce
drumbeat-driven rhythms; and the Amerindians
focus more on wind instruments such as flutes.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

French Guiana has perhaps more diversity then any
other country in the world in this regard. The inte-
rior population has learned little or nothing of the
sciences, while on the coast the European Space
Agency leads one of the most sophisticated opera-
tions in the world. The future seems to hold more of
this great divide.
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CULTURE NAME

French Polynesian

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Territory of French Polynesia
consists of five archipelagoes (Society Islands,
Marquesas Islands, Tuamotu Islands, Austral Is-
lands, and Gambier Islands) under French adminis-
tration. While each island group displays a variant
of the Polynesian cultural tradition and all are
united by over a century of colonial administration,
residents maintain cultural identities specific to the
home archipelago and home island. These identities
are beginning to blend into a general national iden-
tity as a result of modern transportation, education,
and communication networks.

Location and Geography. French Polynesia in-
cludes 121 islands scattered across more than
1,930,500 square miles (five million square kilome-
ters) in the southern Pacific Ocean between Austra-
lia and South America. The island groups were
formed by undersea volcanoes and include steep
volcanic peaks, high islands with fringing coral
reefs and large lagoons, and coral atolls surround-
ing submerged volcanoes. The capital city, Papeete,
is on the island of Tahiti, the largest of these islands
and the first to experience European conquest.

Demography. The population as of July 2000 is
249,110 on the inhabited islands. Nearly 80 percent
of the residents are of Polynesian or mixed Polyne-
sian ethnicity, approximately 12 percent are of Eu-
ropean ancestry and 8 percent are of Chinese decent.
The population is concentrated in the urban and
suburban areas of northern Tahiti, which has
nearly 150,000 residents. Only two other islands,
Moorea and Raiatea, have populations above ten
thousand and many islands have populations below
one thousand.

Linguistic Affiliation. A majority of the residents
speak both French and Tahitian, the dominant Poly-
nesian language. On the more isolated islands, older
residents continue to speak a local Polynesian lan-
guage; and in the isolated Austral Islands, lan-
guages differ from island to island. These languages
have become more homogeneous, and Tahitian is
beginning to replace local languages. Older Chinese
residents speak the Hakka dialect, but younger gen-
erations speak French and often Tahitian.

Symbolism. The Territory flies both the French
flag and its own flag which shows a red outrigger
canoe on a yellow background over a blue sea. The
canoe symbolizes the Polynesian seafaring tradi-
tion. Other cultural symbols relate to the fertility of
the land (the breadfruit), the beauty of the islands
(the tiare gardenia blossom and the black pearl), and
the indigenous culture (the tiki figure).

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The five archipelagoès
were joined into a new national entity by the grad-
ual process of French conquest and annexation, be-
ginning with Tahiti in 1843 and ending with the
annexation of the Austral group in 1900. French
administration and the centralization of authority,
jobs, transportation, and services in Papeete con-
tributed to the development of a national identity.

National Identity. French Polynesian identity is
more Polynesian than French, but many residents
are proud of their relationship to French culture and
feel a kinship with French-speaking cultures
throughout the world. Residents who favor inde-
pendence from France advocate a return to a more
traditional Polynesian culture.

Ethnic Relations. Tensions between the majority
Polynesian ethnic group and the minority European
and Chinese communities are due to economic in-
equalities between those groups and persistent cul-

F R E N C H P O L Y N E S I A

8 1 3



TAHITI

Îles Duc de Gloucester

BORA-
BORA

Makatea

Manhihi

Tikei

Makemo

Pukapuka

Fangatau

Tatakoto

ReaoHao

Temoe

Mangareva

Marutea

Morane

MoruroaTematagi

Tureia

Hikueru

Fatu Hiva

Hiva Oa
Ua Huka

Hatutu

Moorae
Mehetia

Motu
One

Manuae
Maupihaa Maiao

Ua Pu
Tahuata

Nuku Hiva
Eiao

Marotiri
RapaNeilson Reef

Tubuai
Rurutu

Rimatara

Îles Maria

Raivavae

SOCIETY ISLANDS

MARQUESAS
ISLANDS

TUAMOTU  ARCHIPELAGO

SOUTH PACIFIC
OCEAN

FRENCH POLYNESIA

500 Miles0

0 500 Kilometers250

250

W

S

N

E

French Polynesia

tural differences. Violence against members of eth-
nic minorities is rare, and systematic discrimination
against the members of any ethnic group is not
evident. There has been a great deal of intermarriage
between ethnic groups, and European and Chinese
families tend to assimilate into the majority culture.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The only urban center is Papeete and the surround-
ing communes at the northern end of Tahiti. These
are densely developed areas that include a large
commercial and government center, military and
port facilities, and a wide range of residential hous-
ing types. The dominant style of domestic and com-
mercial architecture is International Modern with
concrete walls with metal roofs and decorative
wood or masonry. Many homes, while built of
imported materials, retain traditional spatial orga-
nization with a single large sleeping room and an

outdoor kitchen. The architecture of public build-
ings often reflects one of the two regional architec-
tural traditions: Polynesian-style construction
from plant materials or colonial construction.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. In rural areas, people provide
much of their own food through fishing, animal
husbandry, and gardening of indigenous staple
foods such as taro, breadfruit, sweet potatoes, and
manioc. These local foods are supplemented with
imported goods such as rice, canned goods, and
fresh bread. In most rural households, only one
meal is cooked each day (either lunch or supper) and
leftovers are eaten at the other meals. In larger vil-
lages and urban areas, Chinese food is available at
the local Chinese-owned general store, and in small
restaurants. Islands with hotels have restaurants
that serve local Polynesian seafood and French-in-
spired cuisine.
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Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. On Sat-
urday, Polynesian families prepare an earth oven
with traditional foods (fish, pork, taro, breadfruit,
sweet potato) to be eaten at large family gatherings
on Sunday. Traditional Polynesian food also is
served at wedding feasts.

Basic Economy. The economy is heavily dependent
on French social programs and military spending.
The most important commodity is black pearls, and
with the exception of flowers, agricultural exports
are insignificant. There is an active internal agricul-
tural trade in which fruits, vegetables, meat, and
fish are shipped to market in the urban center from
the other islands. Fishing provides some export in-
come, but large-scale commercial fishing is domi-
nated by foreign fleets. Tourism is relatively under-
developed, but the jobs and income from tourism
are significant on islands that have resorts.

Land Tenure and Property. The contemporary
system of land ownership and tenure resulted from
French efforts to introduce a system of individual
land ownership. Land is inherited equally by all the
descendants of a landowner and is often held in
common by large groups of related people. Co-
owners who reside on the family land work out the
details of use rights among themselves; these rights
are inherited by one’s children. Communal land
holding is the source of many disputes as heirs peti-
tion to divide land into individual holdings or at-
tempt to sell land with competing ownership
claims. However, communal ownership has slowed
the transfer of land from Polynesian families to
recent immigrants. There are few landless Polyne-
sians.

Commercial Activities. A very active import busi-
ness is dominated by Chinese-Tahitian and French-
Tahitian family-owned businesses. Multinational
companies are involved in the airline, hotel, con-
struction, and energy sectors, while the importa-
tion of building materials, consumer goods, and
transport is controlled by local businesses. Locally
produced goods include vanilla beans, coconut-oil-
based soaps and cosmetics, fruit juice, milk and
yogurt, clothing, flowers, and handicrafts.

Major Industries. Within the urban core of
Papeete, there are several industrial zones. The port
area of Fare includes a number of boat-building and
ship-repair businesses, as well as major construc-
tion material suppliers. There are only a few facto-
ries in French Polynesia: a beer and soft drink
bottling enterprise and a few small textile printing
studios in Papeete, a fruit juice bottling factory on

A passenger rides on top of the Papeete bus in Tahiti. Papeete
is the only urban center in French Polynesia.

the neighboring island of Moorea, for example.
Other major industrial activities include manage-
ment of landfills, hydroelectric power, and water
purification, all of which are government enter-
prises. Tourism is also an important industry in the
Territory (188,933 tourists in 1998).

Trade. Imports of food and other consumer goods
including automobiles, appliances, and building
materials are enormous by comparison to exports
of locally produced commodities. Trade is also
entirely by containers shipped by sea into the large
port complex of Papeete. Exports of local goods such
as black pearls, coconut products, handicrafts, fresh
fruit, and flowers are often transported by air. Most
trade occurs within the Pacific basin with major
trading partners in Taiwan and Hong Kong, Korea,
New Zealand, Australia, Chile, Hawaii, and Califor-
nia. A secondary trade market with the European
Union is also important but involves luxury goods
such as wine, cheese, automobiles, and clothing.

Division of Labor. In general, Polynesian men
dominate in skilled and unskilled physical labor (ag-
riculture, construction, fishing, transportation).
The retail and commercial sectors are controlled by
Chinese and European-Polynesian families. The
government sector is the largest source of jobs, with
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higher-status jobs typically held by European-Poly-
nesian or Polynesian-Chinese residents with univer-
sity degrees and lower-status jobs held by Polyne-
sians (clerical work by women, public works jobs
by men). Political positions and appointments go
almost exclusively to Polynesian men.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The class structure closely
mimics that of metropolitan France: small upper
class, large middle and lower-middle classes, and a
small number of poor people. The upper class in-
cludes wealthy Polynesian-European families, Chi-
nese merchant families, and foreign residents. The
middle class includes members of all ethnic groups.
These families typically own their own homes and
have at least one wage earner in the household.

The Polynesian hierarchy of ranked titles and
chieftainship has disappeared, but Polynesians con-
tinue to keep detailed genealogical records and the
descendants of chiefly families are aware of their
history. The descendants of the Tahitian monarchy
are socially prominent.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Class structure
is most evident in the display of imported goods
such as automobiles and clothing. There is residen-
tial segregation of social classes in the urban areas of
Tahiti, with oceanfront and ridgetops dominated by
the upper classes, the flat littoral plain by middle-
class households, and the interior valleys by lower-
class households. On the outer islands, house style
and size also mark social stratification, while loca-
tion is less indicative of class.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The country’s official status is an
overseas territory of France, with internal auton-
omy since 1984. The territory manages many of its
own affairs while remaining a member of the
French republic. The French state controls defense
and law and order, foreign affairs, nationality and
immigration, justice, higher education, and re-
search, communications, and the currency. Resi-
dents vote in national elections and elect representa-
tives to the national government in Paris. The
country is responsible for territorial administration,
exploration and development rights in certain mari-
time areas, primary and secondary education, taxa-
tion, prices, and foreign trade.

The territory’s political institutions are the gov-
ernment of French Polynesia, the Assembly of
French Polynesia, and the Economic, Social and Cul-

tural Council (CES). The president and the head of
the territorial administration are elected by the Pol-
ynesian Assembly from among the forty-one terri-
torial council members. The territorial council
members, representing the five archipelagoès are
elected by direct universal suffrage every five years.
The important units of community government are
the commune (municipality) and subcommunes
(districts). Each island has a mayor and an elected
municipal council. France is represented by a high
commissioner. The CES is composed of thirty people
representing the professions, the trade unions, and
other economic, cultural, and social institutions.

Leadership and Political Officials. Public offi-
cials control the resources that flow from the gov-
ernment to local communities. Government agen-
cies, social services, employment, and salaries are
under the control of municipal, territorial, and state
officials. Political patronage is the dominant feature
of regional politics, and residents develop personal
ties to officials and manipulate those relationships
to gain access to political power.

Military Activity. France tested nuclear weapons
at Mururoa Atoll in the Tuamotu Archipelago be-
tween 1966 and 1996. In August 1999, France
maintained a force of 2,300 military personnel and
a police force of six hundred.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

In the early 1960s, an accelerated plan for regional
development was introduced that involved the cre-
ation of a nuclear testing installation in the
Tuamotu Islands and the introduction of a colonial
welfare state. Funding for regional development and
social programs comes primarily from French tax-
payers. Aid, subsidies, and loans from France have
created many salaried government jobs for
islanders. French Polynesians have a fairly high
standard of living that is maintained through the
money they receive from French entitlement pro-
grams, including the elderly pension/retirement
system and the family allocation system. Islanders
receive free health care and primary education.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Among the most important voluntary organiza-
tions and associations are agricultural associations,
church-related groups, craft associations, dance
groups, and soccer, canoe, and other sports-related
teams. There are a few trade unions.
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A house on Raivavae, French Polynesia. Traditional homes have a single large sleeping room and an outdoor kitchen.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. The gendered divi-
sion of labor resulted from efforts of Christian mis-
sionaries and French colonial officials to introduce a
Western cultural system. In this system, men were
defined as the breadwinners and heads of families
and the ideal roles for women were as helpmates
and nurturers. Before the introduction of develop-
ment programs in the 1960s, men were responsible
for taro gardens, tree crop plantations, and fishing,
and women devoted themselves to motherhood and
household maintenance. Women also assisted their
husbands in agricultural production and fishing.
Men tended to dominate the income-earning oppor-
tunities in the processing of copra and vanilla. Rural
and urban development schemes after the 1960s
expanded men’s opportunities in commercial agri-
culture and introduced wage-earning jobs. Al-
though women in some of the archipelagoès were
drawn into wage labor, these opportunities were
dominated by men.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
ability of men to earn money became an essential
part of their breadwinning role. After the 1960s, a
close association developed between income-earning
ability and household decision making. Men’s pre-
dominance in income-earning activities and greater

income were translated into greater control over
household decision making. This authority is not
supported by an ideology of male superiority. Belief
in the interdependence, complementarity, and
equality of men’s and women’s activities and capa-
bilities exists in urban and rural settings.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Residents recognize several kinds or de-
grees of marital union. At one end of the continuum
is the union of a couple instituted by civil (French)
and church ceremonies and celebrated by wedding
feasts for relatives, officials, and friends. At the
other end are couples that live and eat together
without a civil ceremony who are committed to
raising a family together and are considered by their
neighbors to be married.

Domestic Unit. The most important residential
unit is the nuclear family. Many nuclear families
include adopted children. Most often couples ini-
tially live with the parents of the man or woman
and later establish a separate domestic unit.

Inheritance. People recognize bilateral kinship
units that control the use of land. Individuals must
demonstrate their connections to one of these units
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in order to claim use rights to plots of family land.
Those rights are inherited by one’s children.

Kin Groups. All of the mother and fathers’ rela-
tives are considered kin. Although not an important
corporate or social group in an individual’s life,
one’s bilateral kin group is an important source of
mutual aid, and through membership in a kin
group, individuals acquire use rights to land.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Residents adore children, and most
couples look forward to raising a family. Infants
and children are raised under the influence of par-
ents as well as grandparents, siblings, and other
relatives. Infants are the center of attention in
households.

Child Rearing and Education. Children are so-
cialized by a network of kin within and outside the
nuclear family household. There is little parental
interference in the teaching of skills because people
believe in a child’s autonomy. The goal is to make
children docile so that they will want to act in the
‘‘right’’ way. Children form peer play groups, and
much of a child’s training takes place in that con-
text.

Higher Education. There is a 98 percent literacy
rate. Primary, secondary, and vocational schools
were established by the French. Schooling is free and
compulsory between ages six and fourteen. Teach-
ing is in French, although a few hours per week of
Tahitian are provided in primary and secondary
school. Private schools run by churches and subsi-
dized by the government teach the same curriculum
as the public schools. Adult education is offered at
no charge. French Polynesians can attend college in
France or pursue a degree at the French University
of the Pacific (UFP), which has a campus in French
Polynesia. The geographic fragmentation of the ter-
ritory complicates the organization of education.

ETIQUETTE

Reciprocity, generosity, and hospitality are central
values. When guests are invited for a meal, the
hosts are not necessarily expected to eat. Tahitians
greet each other by shaking hands and/or exchang-
ing kisses on the cheek. Unless there is a large num-
ber of people in the room, it is considered impolite
not to shake hands with all of them. It also is
considered impolite to keep one’s shoes on when
entering another person’s home.

Roasting a pig at a festival in Atuona, Hiva Oa. Rural
Polynesians provide much of their own food and generally cook
only one meal each day.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The conversion of residents to
Christianity occurred after the London Missionary
School sent evangelical Protestant missionaries to
Tahiti in 1797. Catholicism was introduced much
later by the French. The Catholic population lives
primarily in the Gambier and Marquesas archipel-
agoès. Protestantism predominates in the Society,
Austral, and Tuamotu island groups. Today 49 per-
cent of the population is Protestant, 33 percent is
Catholic, 5 percent is Mormon, 5 percent is Sanito,
and 4 percent is Seventh-Day Adventist.

Before Western contact, people believed in a
pantheon of distant gods and a host of local and
family spirits that affected daily life.

Many residents believe in ancestral spirits.
These spirits gather around the village and are en-
countered as the ghosts of formerly living people.

Religious Practitioners. In Protestant areas, the
Christian faith, the church, and the pastor are cen-
tral features of village life. Pastors preside over the
religious activities of the community, conduct Sun-
day school, teach the Bible, conduct weddings and
funerals, and provide communion. The village pas-
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tor is also a protector of community morality and
can affect political decision making. Elders have an
important power base in the church, and one of
their primary roles is to assist the pastor in en-
forcing social control. Some contemporary villages
have indigenous practitioners (primarily male) who
use their knowledge and control of spirits and
ghosts to heal people who have a spirit-caused dis-
order.

Rituals and Holy Places. Many rituals involve
the events of the Christian calendar year, such as
cemetery visiting on All Saints’ Day, or the annual
re-enactment of the arrival of the missionaries by
boat. There are a number of rituals that involve life-
cycle events such as baptisms, weddings, and fu-
nerals. For example, traditional weddings include
the ceremonial presentation of gifts including tradi-
tional speech making and dancing. The annual col-
lection of church tithes by the Protestant churches
on May Day also involves ritual oratory and cere-
monial visitation of local households.

Ancient Polynesian temple platforms, marae,
are still considered to be holy places by many Poly-
nesians even though indigenous religious practice
has largely ceased. Professional traditional dance
companies stage ritual re-enactments of ancient
ceremonies on a reconstructed temple platform in
the Tahitian district of Paea for tourists and visiting
dignitaries.

Death and the Afterlife. Residents traditionally
believed that people have both a physical body and a
soul. The soul inhabits the body during life, though
it can wander during dreaming. Death occurs when
the soul leaves the body. Some Christians believe in
the existence of two souls. At death, a person’s true
soul goes to God’s world and remains in heaven or
hell. A second soul or spirit leaves the body and
wanders around the village.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Health conditions are generally good, with high life
expectancy and a low infant mortality rate. In
1998, the major causes of death were cardiovascu-
lar problems, cancer, and traumatic injury. Medical
care is paid for by the government. There are thirty-
four hospitals and 369 doctors in the territory.
Some islands lack a resident doctor. Indigenous
medicine is widely utilized despite the recent intro-
duction of Western biomedical techniques. Indige-
nous healing techniques include the use of herbal
medicines, herbal baths, massage, and cupping. In-
digenous healing has undergone a revitalization,

and associations have developed to protect the heri-
tage of local healing and ensure the authenticity of
healers and their practice of local medicine.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Public holidays are 1 January (New Year’s Day), 5
March (Arrival of the first missionaries), Good Fri-
day, Easter, Easter Monday, 1 May (May Day), 8
May (V-E Day), the last Thursday in May (Ascen-
sion), the first Sunday and Monday in June (Pente-
cost and Pentecost Monday), 29 June (Internal Au-
tonomy Day), 14 July (Bastille Day), 15 August
(Assumption), 1 November (All Saints’ Day), 11
November (Armistice Day), and 25 December
(Christmas). Other popular holidays are Chinese
New Year, the Tahiti festival in July, and the Ha-
waiki Nui Canoe race.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. There are a few formal grant
programs, but many artists benefit from patronage
relationships with government offices and major
institutions. Practitioners of traditional handicrafts
may register with the government and eventually
receive a partial pension. In general, artists are self-
supporting.

Literature. Nearly all fiction is written by expatri-
ate European and Americans. Indigenous Polyne-
sian genres such as storytelling, political and reli-
gious oratory, and song writing continue to be
popular.

Graphic Arts. French Polynesia attracted many
European painters and continues to support
painters of island landscapes and residents. Indige-
nous graphic arts such as sculpture in wood, stone,
and coral; the creation of hats, mats, and baskets;
tattooing; the making of patchwork quilts; and
decorative shell work continue to thrive. The prac-
tice of decorating bark cloth has largely disap-
peared, but several artists are attempting to revive
this ancient art form.

Performance Arts. Musical performance genres
range from highly stylized hymn singing, to hu-
morous storytelling songs, to popular ballads and
local rock and pop music. In addition to ‘‘classic’’
local songs, new songs and music are performed
and distributed locally. Musical performance is
widely practiced, and a favorite activity is to sit
with friends and family after supper and sing old
classic ballads as a group, accompanied by ukulele,
guitar, and spoons. Traditional drumming is widely
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practiced, often as an accompaniment to dance per-
formances.

Modern (‘‘disco’’) dance, local variants of ball-
room dances, and traditional Polynesian dance are
popular. Traditional dance is performed by many
amateur and professional troupes.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

There are many scientific institutions and pro-
grams. At the national level, the Institut de
Recherche pour le Developement has the largest sci-
entific library collection. Territorial research orga-
nizations operate under government ministries and
include the Institut Rechereches Medicales Louis
Mallarde, which conducts medical research on trop-
ical diseases, and the Centre Polynesien de Sciences
Humains, the sponsoring organization for archae-
ology, folklore, and ethnographic studies. A num-
ber of organizations are devoted to the marine sci-
ences, including territorial government offices and
international institutions as well as visiting re-
search ships. The diversity of scientific institutions

reflects the territory’s relations with France and
well-developed local government. Together with
the French University of the Pacific, this combina-
tion of national, local, and international scientific
organizations conducts research activities.
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CULTURE NAME

Gabonese

ORIENTATION

Identification. Gabon is a French equatorial coun-
try, home to over forty ethnic groups. The largest
group is the Fang, forming 40 percent of the popu-
lation. Other major groups are the Teke, the Eshira,
and the Pounou. As in many African countries, the
borders of Gabon do not correspond to the borders
of the ethnic groups. The Fang, for example, inhabit
northern Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, southern Cam-
eroon, and the western part of the Republic of
Congo. The cultures of the ethnic groups are akin to
other groups in Central Africa, and center around
the rain forest and its treasures. Food preferences,
farming practices, and quality of life are compara-
ble. The ceremonial traditions vary, however, as do
the personalities of the groups. There are ongoing
debates about the differences in these groups and
their significance.

Location and Geography. Gabon covers 103,347
square miles (267,667 square kilometers). It is
slightly smaller than the state of Colorado. Gabon is
on the west coast of Africa, centered on the equator.
It borders Equatorial Guinea and Cameroon to the
north, and the Republic of Congo to the east and
south. The capital, Libreville, is on the west coast in
the north. It is in Fang territory, though it was not
chosen for this reason. Libreville (‘‘free town’’) was
the landing place for a ship of freed slaves in the
1800s, and later became the capital. Over 80 percent
of Gabon is tropical rain forest, with a plateau re-
gion in the south. There are nine provinces named
after the rivers that separate them.

Demography. There are roughly 1,200,500
Gabonese. There are equal numbers of men and
women. The original inhabitants were the Pygmies,
but only a few thousand remain. Of the total popu-
lation, 60 percent live in the cities while 40 percent

inhabit the villages. There is also a large population
of Africans from other countries who have come to
Gabon to find work.

Linguistic Affiliation. The national language is
French, which is mandatory in school. It is spoken
by the majority of the population under the age of
fifty. The use of a common language is extremely
helpful in the cities, where Gabonese from all of the
different ethnic groups come together to live. Most
Gabonese speak at least two languages, as each
ethnic group has its own language as well.

Symbolism. The Gabonese flag is made of three
horizontal stripes: green, yellow, and blue. Green
symbolizes the forest, yellow the equatorial sun,
and blue the water from the sky and sea. The forest
and its animals are greatly valued as well, and are
portrayed on the Gabonese currency.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Tools from the Old
Stone Age indicate early life in Gabon, but little is
known of its people. The Myene had arrived in
Gabon by the thirteenth century and settled as a
fishing community along the coast. With the excep-
tion of the Fang, Gabon’s ethnic groups are Bantu
and arrived in Gabon after the Myene. The different
ethnic groups were separated from one another by
the dense forest and remained intact. Europeans be-
gan to arrive at the end of the fifteenth century. The
Portuguese, French, Dutch, and English participated
in the slave trade that flourished for 350 years. In
1839, the first lasting European settlement was
started by the French. Ten years later, Libreville was
founded by freed slaves. During this time, the Fang
were migrating from Cameroon into Gabon. The
French obtained control inland and stymied the
Fang migration, thus concentrating them in the
north. In 1866, the French appointed a governor
with the approval of the Myene leader. At the start
of the twentieth century, Gabon became part of
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French Equatorial Africa, which also included the
present-day nations of Cameroon, Chad, the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, and the Central African
Republic. Gabon remained an overseas territory of
France until its independence in 1960.

National Identity. The Gabonese are proud of
their country’s resources and prosperity. They
carve their lives from the forest. They fish, hunt,
and farm. Each ethnic group has ceremonies for
birth, death, initiation, and healing, and for casting
out evil spirits, though the specifics of the ceremo-
nies vary widely from group to group. The
Gabonese are very spiritual and dynamic.

Ethnic Relations. There are no major conflicts be-
tween the groups in Gabon, and intermarriage is
common. The ethnic groups are not contained
within Gabon. Many groups spill over the borders
into the neighboring countries. The borders were
chosen by European colonials trying to parcel out
territories; little consideration was given to the nat-
ural borders formed by the ethnic groups, which
were then split by the new lines.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

As a building material, cement is seen as a sign of
wealth. The cities are rife with it, and all of the
government buildings are constructed in cement. In
the capital, it is easy to differentiate between build-
ings that were styled by Gabonese and those done
by outside architects. In the villages, the architec-
ture is different. The structures are impermanent.
The most economical houses are made from mud
and covered in palm fronds. There are houses built
from wood, bark, and brick. The brick houses are
often plastered with a thin layer of cement with
roofs made from corrugated tin. A wealthy family
might build with cinder blocks. In addition to the
houses, both men and women have distinctive
gathering places. The women each have a cuisine, a
kitchen hut filled with pots and pans, wood for fire,
and bamboo beds set against the walls for sitting
and resting. The men have open structures called
corps de guards, or gatherings of men. The walls are
waist high and open to the roof. They are lined in
benches with a central fire.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The staples vary little
among the groups in Gabon. The groups share a
landscape and climate, and thus are able to produce
the same kinds of things. Bananas, papayas,
pineapples, guavas, mangoes, bushbutter, avocado,
and coconuts are the fruits. Eggplants, bitter egg-
plants, feed corn, sugarcane, peanuts, plantains,
and tomatoes are also found. Cassava is the main
starch. It is a tuber with little nutritional value, but
fills the stomach. Its young leaves are picked and
used as a vegetable. Protein comes from the sea and
rivers, as well as from bush meat hunted by the
men.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Wines
are made from palm trees and sugarcane. The palm
wine, in conjunction with a hallucinogenic root
called eboga, is used during ceremonies for death,
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healing, and initiation. In small doses, eboga acts as
a stimulant, making it useful for all-night ceremo-
nies. In larger quantities, it is hallucinogenic, allow-
ing participants to ‘‘see their ancestors.’’ Food and
wine are offered to the ancestors during the ceremo-
nies, and both men and women partake in these
rituals, which are full of drumming, singing and
dancing.

Basic Economy. In the villages, the Gabonese are
able to provide themselves virtually everything
they need. They buy only soap, salt, and medicine.
In the cities, however, most of the goods sold are
imported and marketed by foreigners. The Gabonese
produce enough bananas, plantains, sugar, and
soap to export to nearby cities, but 90 percent of the
food is imported. West Africans and Lebanese hold
title to many of the shops, and women from Cam-
eroon dominate the open markets.

Land Tenure and Property. Virtually everything
is owned by someone. Each village is considered to
own three miles (4.8 kilometers) into the forest in
every direction. This area is split among the fami-
lies, and the best locations are given to the elders.
Property is passed down paternally or maternally,
depending on the ethnic group. The rest of the land
belongs to the government.

Major Industries. Gabon has many riches. It is
one of the world’s largest producers of manganese,
and is the world’s largest producer of okoume, a
softwood used to make plywood. President Omar
Bongo has sold the rights to the majority of the
forest to French and Asian lumber companies. Oil is
another major export, and the petroleum revenues
form over half of Gabon’s annual budget. Lead and
silver have also been discovered, and there are large
deposits of untapped iron ore that cannot be reached
because of the lack of infrastructure.

Trade. Gabon’s currency, the Communaute Finan-
ciere Africaine, is automatically converted into
French francs, thus giving trading partners confi-
dence in its security. The bulk of the crude oil goes
to France, the United States, Brazil, and Argentina.
Major export items include manganese, forest prod-
ucts, and oil. Overall, France receives more than
one-third of Gabon’s exports and contributes half of
its imports. Gabon also trades with other European
nations, the United States, and Japan.

Division of Labor. In 1998, 60 percent of workers
were employed in the industrial sector, 30 percent
in services, and 10 percent in agricultural.

Children born within marriage belong to their fathers; women
are expected to have children before marrying so they will still
have something should the couple separate.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Though the per capita income
is four times that of other sub-Saharan African
nations, the majority of this wealth is in the hands
of a few. The cities are filled with poverty, which is
less noticeable in the villages. The villagers provide
for themselves and have less of a need for money.
Village families assess relative affluence by how
many chickens and goats they have, how many
pots are in the kitchen, and how many changes of
clothes each person has. Official caste systems are
not present.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The more afflu-
ent in society wear freshly starched clothes, in both
Western and African styles. The Gabonese are ac-
customed to being shunned and condescended to by
government officials, postal workers, and other im-
portant figures; once one has reached a higher level
oneself, the temptation to respond in kind is
enticing. The educated Gabonese speak Parisian
French, while the rest of the country speaks a
French that has absorbed the rhythm and accent of
their local language.
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POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Gabon has three branches of govern-
ment. The executive branch includes the president,
his prime minister, and his Council of Ministers, all
appointed by him. The legislative branch is made up
of the 120-seat National Assembly and the 91-seat
Senate, both of which are elected every five years.
The judicial branch includes the Supreme Court, the
High Court of Justice, an appellate court, and a state
security court.

Leadership and Political Officials. When Gabon
gained its independence in 1960, Leon M’ba, the
former governor to Gabon, slid into the presidency.
He survived a coup and remained in power until his
death in 1967. Vice President Albert Bernard Bongo
took his place. Bongo, who later took the Islamic
name El Hadj Omar Bongo, was reelected in 1973
and has been the president ever since. Elections are
held every seven years, and Bongo has continued to
win by a slender margin. Bongo’s party, the Gabon
Democratic Party (or PDG) has had competition
since other parties were legalized in 1990, but the
other two main parties, the Gabonese People’s
Union and the National Rally of Woodcutters, have
been unable to gain control. Before each election,
Bongo travels the country giving speeches and
handing out money and clothing. He uses the bud-
get to do this, and there is a debate over whether or
not the elections are handled fairly.

Social Problems and Control. The formality of
crime response is debatable. It hinges on who is vic-
timized as much as who is in charge. Little is done to
protect African immigrants, but if a European is
hurt the police will try harder. There is a lot of
corruption, however, and if money changes hands
the criminal could be released and no record kept.
For this reason, the law is often more informal. A
town will ostracize someone for having stolen
something, but no formal charge will be taken.
Things will be passed by word of mouth, and the
criminal will be cast out. In extreme cases, a village
might seek an nganga, or medicine man, to cast a
spell on the person.

Military Activity. Gabon’s troops stay within its
borders. Out of the nation’s overall budget, 1.6
percent goes to the military, including an army,
navy, air force, the Republican Guard to protect the
president and other officials, the National
Gendarmerie, and the National Police. The military
employs 143,278 people, with concentrations in the
cities and along Gabon’s southern and eastern bor-

ders to repel Congolese immigrants and refugees.
There is also a large presence of the French military.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The PNLS (National Program to Fight Against Aids)
has an office in every major city. It sells condoms
and educates women on family planning and preg-
nancy. There is also a Forests and Waters office in
every city, working to protect the environment and
wildlife from exploitation, though its effectiveness
is questioned.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

The World Wildlife Fund has ecological and socio-
logical research and wildlife preservation projects in
the north and on the coast, and the United Nations
supports agricultural advancements in the north by
sponsoring extensionists and providing training
and mopeds. The United States Children’s Fund
(UNICEF) is also present, working against child
prostitution and infant mortality. A German orga-
nization, GTZ, funds the organization of the
Gabonese National Forestry School. The Peace Corps
is active in Gabon as well, with programs in con-
struction, health, agriculture, fisheries, women in
development, and environmental education.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. The expectations of
labor are different for women and men. Women
raise their many children, farm, prepare food, and
do the household chores. In the villages, the men
build a house for the family as well as a cuisine for
each wife taken. The men handle cash crops if there
are any, and may have jobs fishing or building, or in
offices in the cities. The women also work in the
cities as secretaries—there are exceptional women
who have risen to positions of power in spite of the
underlying male dominance in the workplace. The
children help with the chores, do laundry and
dishes, run errands, and clean house.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Though
debatable, men seem to have higher status than
women. They make the financial decisions and con-
trol the family, though the women add input and
are often outspoken. The men dominate the govern-
ment, the military, and the schools, while the
women do the majority of the manual labor for the
family.
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Gabon women have traditionally assumed a house-bound role.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Virtually everyone is married, but few
of these marriages are legal. To legalize a marriage it
must be done at the mayor’s office in a city, and this
is rare. Women choose men who will be able to
provide for them, while men choose women who
will bear children and keep their home. Polygyny is
practiced in Gabon, but having more than one
woman becomes expensive and has become a sign of
wealth as much as it is an indulgence. Divorce is
uncommon but not unheard of. Marriages can be
business arrangements, at times, though some cou-
ples marry for love. It is expected for women to
have several children before wedlock. These children
will then belong to the mother. In a marriage, how-
ever, the children are the father’s. If the couple splits
up, the husband takes the children. Without
premarital offspring, the wife would have nothing.

Domestic Unit. Families stay together. When a
couple is wed, they traditionally move to the hus-
band’s village. That village will hold his family,
including brothers and their families, parents,
aunts, uncles, grandparents, children, and nieces
and nephews. It is not uncommon for families to
share a home with their parents and extended rela-

tives. Everyone is welcome and there is always
room for one more.

Kin Groups. Within each ethnic group are tribes.
Each tribe lives in the same area and comes from a
common ancestor. For this reason, people cannot
marry members of their tribe.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Babies stay with their mothers. There
are no cribs or playpens, and the infants are tied to
their mothers’ backs with a sheet of cloth when the
mothers are busy, and sleep next to the mother on
the same bed. Perhaps because they are so physi-
cally close all the time, the babies are remarkably
calm and quiet.

Child Rearing and Education. Children are raised
communally. Mothers care for their children and
any neighboring children who may be present. In
addition, older siblings take care of the younger
ones. The children sleep in the cuisine (kitchen hut)
with their mother, but are relatively free within the
village during the day. They begin school at age five
or six. When there is not money for books and
supplies, the children will not go to school until
there is. Sometimes a wealthy relative will be called
upon to provide these things. Both boys and girls
attend school until they are sixteen by law, though
this may not always occur for the above reason.
The girls may begin to have children at this point,
and the boys continue school or begin to work.
Approximately 60 percent of Gabonese are literate.

Higher Education. The Omar Bongo University in
Libreville offers two to three year programs in
many subjects, as well as advanced studies in select
fields. The University of Science and Technology in
the south is relatively new, and diversifies the op-
tions. These schools are dominated by upper-class
men. Women have a difficult time excelling in aca-
demics, as the subjects and standards are structured
for men. Some Gabonese study abroad in other Afri-
can countries or in France, at both undergraduate
and graduate levels.

ETIQUETTE

Gabonese are very communal. Personal space is nei-
ther needed nor respected. When people are interes-
ted in something, they stare at it. It is not rude to
call something what it is, to identify someone by his
or her race, or to ask someone for something that is
wanted. Foreigners are often offended by this. They
may feel personally invaded by having someone
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stand in their space, insulted at being called white,
and put off by people who ask them for their watch
and shoes. None of these things are meant in a
negative way, however, as they simply reflect the
up-front nature of the Gabonese. Conversely, celeb-
rity figures are treated with incredible respect. They
are the first to sit, and the first to be fed, and are
catered to with detail, regardless of their moral
standing in society.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. There are several different belief
systems in Gabon. The majority of the Gabonese are
Christian. There are three times as many Roman
Catholics as Protestants. There are many foreign
clergy, though the Protestants have Gabonese pas-
tors in the north. These beliefs are simultaneously
held with Bwiti, an ancestral worship. There are
also several thousand Muslims, most of whom
have immigrated from other African countries.

Rituals and Holy Places. The Bwiti ceremonies,
performed to worship the ancestors, are led by
ngangas (medicine men). There are special wooden
temples for these ceremonies, and participants dress
in bright costumes, paint their faces white, remove
their shoes, and cover their heads.

Death and the Afterlife. After death, bodies are
rubbed and anointed to remove rigor mortis. Be-
cause of the tropical climate, the bodies are interred
within two days. They are buried in a wooden
coffin. The deceased then joins the ancestors who
are to be worshiped with the Bwiti ceremonies.
They can be asked for advice, and for remedies for
disease. There is a retraite de deuil ceremony one year
after death to end the mourning period.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Health facilities are inadequate. Hospitals are ill-
equipped, and patients buy their own medications
from pharmacies before treatment can begin. Ma-
laria, tuberculosis, syphilis, AIDS, and other infec-
tious diseases are widespread and virtually un-
treated. Many villagers also turn to the ngangas for
remedies, as modern health care is expensive and
distant.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Gabon’s Independence Day, 17 August, is full of
parades and speeches. New Year’s Day is also cele-
brated throughout the country.

Gabon children enjoy relative freedom in their villages and
start school at the age of five or six.

THE ARTS AND THE HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. International Center for
Bantu Civilizations was created in Libreville in
1983, and there is a Gabonese Museum featuring
Gabon’s history and artistic relics. There is also a
French Cultural Center in the capital which displays
artistic creations and features dance groups and
chorales. There is an annual cultural celebration as
well, with performances by musicians and dancers
from many different groups in celebration of
Gabon’s diversity.

Literature. Much of Gabon’s literature is strongly
influenced by France, as many authors received
their schooling there. Writers use French, newspa-
pers are in French, and television is broadcast in
French. Radio programs use both French and local
languages, however, and there is mounting interest
in the history of Gabon’s peoples.

Graphic Arts. The Fang make masks and basketry,
carvings, and sculptures. Fang art is characterized
by organized clarity and distinct lines and shapes.
Bieri, boxes to hold the remains of ancestors, are
carved with protective figures. Masks are worn in
ceremonies and for hunting. The faces are painted
white with black features. Myene art centers
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around Myene rituals for death. Female ancestors
are represented by white painted masks worn by the
male relatives. The Bekota use brass and copper to
cover their carvings. They use baskets to hold an-
cestral remains. Tourism is rare in Gabon, and un-
like in other African countries, art is not spurred on
by the prospect of capitalism.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The Omar Bongo University in Libreville and the
University of Science and Technology in the south
are the main facilities in Gabon. Doctoral students
and other private individuals and organizations
conduct sociological and anthropological studies
throughout Gabon, and chemical companies search
for new treasures in the rain forest. Resources are
dim, however, and when evidence is collected,
scholars often travel to other countries to seek supe-
rior facilities.
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CULTURE NAME

Gambian

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

The Gambia

ORIENTATION

Identification. Republic of The Gambia is the offi-
cial name of The Gambia. The country was named
after the Gambia River, which flows from East to
West for three hundred miles, the entire length of
the country. Gambia is a small country with a
population of 1.2 million. It straddles the Gambia
River on either side.

Location and Geography. Gambia is on the west-
ern coast of Africa, surrounded on three sides by
Senegal. Situated on a sandy peninsula between the
mouth of the Gambia River and the Atlantic Ocean,
Banjul, the capital, was founded by the British as
Bathurst in 1816 as a base for suppressing the slave
trade. The Gambians changed its name to Banjul in
1973, eight years after independence. Gambia is the
smallest country in Africa with a total area of 4,363
square miles (11,300 square kilometers), slightly
less than twice the size of Delaware. Gambia has the
typical West African climate: there is a hot, rainy
season (June to November), and a cooler, dry season
(November to May). It is a relatively flat land with
its lowest point being sea level at the Atlantic Ocean
with the maximum elevation being 174 Feet (53
meters) in the surrounding low hills. The Gambia
River is the dominant geographical feature of the
country, providing both a useful means of trans-
portation and irrigation as well as a rich ground for
fishing, boating, and sailing.

Demography. The total population of Gambia,
from a July 1999 estimate, is 1,336,320. The main
ethnic groups in Gambia are the Mandingo (42
percent of the overall population), Wolof (16 per-

cent), Fulani (18 percent), Jola (10 percent),
Serahuli (9 percent), other Africans (4 percent), and
non-Africans (1 percent). By age, the population is
distributed as follows: (per a 1999 estimate) 0–14
years, 46 percent (male, 305,839; female, 304,905);
15–64 years, 52 percent (male, 341,947; female,
348,163); 65 years and over, 2 percent (male,
18,706; female, 16,760). The population is growing
at a rate of 3.35 percent per year. The birthrate is
42.76 births per 1,000 population, and the death
rate is 12.57 deaths per 1,000. The infant mortality
rate is 75.33 deaths per 1,000 live births. Average
life expectancy is 54.39 years; for women it is 58.83
years compared with 52.02 years for men.

Linguistic Affiliation. English is the official lan-
guage but indigenous languages include Mandinka,
Wolof, and Fula.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The first written men-
tion of Gambia is in the work of Hanno the
Carthaginian in his writings about his voyage to
West Africa in 470 B.C.E. Gambia at various times
was part of different West African kingdoms, in-
cluding the kingdoms of Foni, Kombo, Sine-
Saloum, and Fulladou. Its various ethnic groups
migrated to Gambia from different areas of West
Africa. Trade was vital to Gambia, especially trade
with Ghana, Songhai, and the Mali Empire (between
the Atlantic Ocean and the River Niger), Kanem-
Bornu, and the Hausa States.

By 1500 C.E., trade with Europe was estab-
lished. In the 1450s, Venetian explorer Alvise
Cadamosto, under commission from Portugal, was
the first European to reach the Gambia River. The
English were not far behind, coming to West Africa
to buy gold and spices. The Portuguese successfully
barred English trade for one hundred years. At the
end of the sixteenth century, however, the English
and French managed to establish trade in the area.
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After numerous conflicts the British, in the Treaty
of Versailles of 1783, gained control of the Gambia
River. In 1807, the British abolished slave traffic on
the river.

Muslims were involved in the trans-Saharan
slave trade, as well as more legitimate trade. Along
with trade, merchants brought Islam and Muslim
culture to Gambia. More directly, Muslim Berbers
from Mauritania were the direct agents of Islam to
the Gambia and Senegal. As in other parts of West
Africa, rulers in the Gambia became Muslims and
used its law, the Shariya, to consolidate their
power.

Gambia became part of a larger British colony,
the Province of Senegambia, which included pres-
ent-day Senegal and Gambia. The Senegambia has
the distinction of being the first British colony in
Africa. The French took Senegal in 1799, and the
British agreed to base their trade around Bathurst
and Fort James. In 1821, Gambia became a crown
colony as part of the colony of Sierra Leone. In
1843, however, the Gambia was separated from
Sierra Leone. The Gambia became a British Protec-
torate in 1888.

The British did not begin to develop Gambia
properly until after World War II when administra-

tion posts were set up. Internal self-government
came in 1963. Independence Day was 18 February
1965 when Gambia became a sovereign republic
within the British Commonwealth of Nations. In
1969, Gambia and Senegal formed Senegambia, but
in 1982 the confederation was dissolved with the
mutual consent of both partners.

National Identity. Although the Gambia is com-
prised of people of many different ethnic groups,
there seems to be relative harmony among them
and among people of different religions. Gambia has
a generally good human rights record, and there is a
great desire among its peoples to have the country
taken seriously in the world community.

Ethnic Relations. Gambia is a multiethnic coun-
try; major ethnic groups include the Fula, Jola,
Mandinka, Serahule, and Wolof. There is no part of
The Gambia that is inhabited by one single ethnic
group. This close dwelling has led to a sharing of
many cultural traits among the groups, which has
led to a movement toward a Gambian national cul-
ture. There has been a concentrated effort to repre-
sent the various minority ethnic groups in govern-
ment. In addition to indigenous ethnic groups, there
has also been an annual migration from Senegal,
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Guinea, and Mali. Many people from those coun-
tries come to trade in groundnuts (peanuts) and
stay to settle.

The Wolof and the Mandinka are the major
ethnic groups. The Wolof live mainly in the capital,
Banjul. The Mandinka are the largest single ethnic
group in the country. These groups represent the
former Empire of the Wolof in the Senegambian
region and the Mandingo Empires of Mali and
Songhai. Creoles form a large element within the
local elite. Additionally, there are Mauritanians,
Moroccans, and Lebanese in the country. These
groups are mainly traders and shopkeepers. English
is commonly spoken by members of all ethnic
groups since it is the official language of the coun-
try. Each ethnic groups speaks its own language as
well. Harmony among ethnic groups is the general
rule, so much so that Gambia is considered to be a
melting pot of West African ethnic groups.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Banjul is the only real urban center in Gambia. It
has a typical former British colonial feel to it. The
administrative buildings are built in the center of
the city, tending toward Edwardian ‘‘majesty.’’
Many of the buildings are done in pastel colors with
huge gardens. The colonial bungalow is a typical
form of architecture. Squatter settlements resem-
bling poorer versions of rural settlements dot the
area. There are large public areas in the British style.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Not surprisingly, following
two hundred years of British colonialism, Western
food is available in Gambia. Gambian traditional
food includes benachin (‘‘Jollof rice,’’ a mixture of
spiced meat and rice cooked with tomato puree and
vegetables), base nyebe (rich stew of chicken or beef
with green beans and other vegetables), chere
(steamed millet flour balls), domodah (meat or
chicken stewed in groundnut butter and served
with rice), plasas (meat and smoked fish cooked in
palm oil with green vegetables) served with fu-fu
(mashed cassava), and chura-gerteh (a sweet por-
ridge consisting of pounded groundnuts and rice
and served with yogurt or sour milk). The most
commonly eaten fruits are mangoes, bananas,
grapefruit, papayas, and oranges.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Food is
important at ceremonial occasions such as naming
ceremonies, betrothals, marriages, and deaths. At

these occasions, meat is served along with Jollof rice
and fruit. The more food, the more successful the
occasion.

Basic Economy. About 80 percent of the popula-
tion is comprised of subsistence farmers. A majority
of these subsistence farmers are women.
Groundnuts make up the majority of export prod-
ucts. Millet is also grown widely in the country.
There is very little manufacturing in the country.
The Fulani specialize in dairy products and trade
them for grain and other products. The fact that
there is very little manufacturing in Gambia has
resulted in liberal trade policies and the encourage-
ment of tourism. The rapidly growing population
of 1.3 million is divided between a rural majority
and a growing urban minority. The private sector
of the economy is led by tourism, trading, and
fisheries. This sector is healthy and is experiencing
modest growth. Gambia’s high population growth
rate has diluted the positive effects of economic ex-
pansion. Gambia’s per capita gross domestic prod-
uct is about $360 (U.S.). About 23 percent of the
population is in the agricultural sector, 13 percent
in the industrial sector, and 64 percent in the service
sector.

Land Tenure and Property. All ethnic groups
have traditional patterns of inheritance in which
priority is given to the male survivors. Islam, how-
ever, under the Shari’a law, provides a portion of
the estate for widows. Land is traditionally distrib-
uted by need, although modern British law is taking
root. In the modern sphere, British property law is
exerting a greater influence.

Commercial Activities. There is relatively little
commercial activity in Gambia. Gambia does rely
heavily on trade to obtain industrial goods and,
therefore, trades agricultural products, mainly pea-
nuts, to obtain foreign capital. Trade laws are quite
liberal.

Major Industries. Gambia has a mining industry
that is in its early stages of development in addition
to a small oil industry. Electricity is provided by the
parastatal utility Gambia Utility Corporation.
There have been attempts to develop the fisheries
industry and local food processing. Tourism plays a
dominant role in the nation’s economic develop-
ment.

Trade. Gambia exported $110.6 million worth of
products and imported $164 million in 1994. The
bulk of the imported items were comprised of petro-
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Workers harvesting rice with threshing machines in Kunuku. About 80 percent of Gambians are subsistence farmers.

leum products, processed food, and manufactured
goods.

Division of Labor. Women have entered the mod-
ern sphere on a basis of equal pay. Most women,
however, are involved in the subsistence farming
sector. As in much of West Africa, women do the
majority of the day-to-day farming, while men do
the heavy clearing.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. With the exception of the
Fulani, ethnic groups are highly stratified. This
stratification is a remnant of the great empires that
once ruled the country. In each group, status was
essentially inherited from the father. The rulers also
inherited their statuses, and administered a feudal
domain. The majority of people were peasant
farmers who owed various services to their rulers.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Elaborate rit-
uals of rank prevailed in the past. Generally, those
of the lower orders abased themselves through pro-
stration in front of those who outranked them.
Differences in clothing, food, and the wearing of
precious stones also were signs of privilege. Visits to
Mecca set some Muslims apart from others.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Gambia currently has a multiparty
political system. The Constitution of the Second Re-
public of Gambia provides for elections by universal
suffrage for adults eighteen and older. The ballot is
a secret one, and elections must be held every five
years. The country’s National Assembly includes
forty-five elected members and four nominated
members. The president, popularly elected for a
five-year term, is both the chief of state and head of
government.

The country’s administration is divided into the
capital territory (the seat of government), the ad-
joining Kombo Saint Mary area, and the provinces.
Each province has five divisions, each one headed by
a commissioner. These divisions are further subdi-
vided into districts locally administered by head
chiefs.

The judicial system resembles that of other
common law jurisdictions. There is a single system
of courts, forming a hierarchy. The subordinate
courts consist of Khadis’ courts, district tribunals,
and magistrate courts. At the higher level are the
Supreme Court, the Court of Appeal, and the Privy
Council. The latter is the highest court of appeal for
the Gambia.
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Leadership and Political Officials. In July 1994,
junior officers overthrew the government. Lieuten-
ant Yaya Jammeh (later Captain and then Colonel)
led the coup. The International community con-
demned the coup since Gambia had been a model of
democracy for over 30 years. It also had been a
model of human rights. In spite of promises, there
has not yet been a return to political democracy.
Rights are denied to opposition politicians, and
meetings and a free press are banned. President
Jammeh’s party, the Alliance for Patriotic Reorien-
tation and Construction (APRC), controls thirty-
three of forty-five elected assembly seats and four
members appointed by the President. Women are
free to participate in government but are poorly
represented there. There is only one woman in the
assembly. However, the Vice President (who is also
Minister of Health) is a woman. Three cabinet mem-
bers are also women.

Social Problems and Control. The major social
problems are poverty, disease, and lack of economic
development. A 1994 military coup was an attempt
to address these problems by clearing away corrup-
tion that stifled democracy. In 1996 and 1997 free
elections were held.

Military Activity. Gambia is not at war with any
country. Its military is well trained and has re-
turned power to civilian rule. Its military branches
include the army (including a marine unit), national
police, and national guard. There are currently ap-
proximately 150,000 males aged fifteen to forty-
nine who are fit for military service. The Gambia
spends about $1.2 million on the military, about 2
percent of its budget.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Like many African states, Gambia has many serious
welfare problems. The government is on record as
being dedicated to change, and their particular atten-
tion is given to children’s welfare. The Department
of Education and the Department of Health, Social
Welfare, and Women’s Affairs are heavily funded.
However, lack of sufficient resources hinders the full
implementation of programs. For example, al-
though free, compulsory primary education is the
law of the land, there are insufficient resources to
implement the program. In February 1998, the pres-
ident ended fees for the first six years of schooling.
There is even less opportunity for secondary educa-
tion. Female participation in education is rather low.
There are two men for every woman in education,
and the ratio is even lower in rural areas.

The government is less concerned with the wel-
fare of children in distress, considering this matter
to be a case for parental and family concern. Simi-
larly, although the government requires child sup-
port for the children of divorced parents, the re-
quirement is rarely enforced. However, authorities
do typically get involved in cases of child abuse that
come officially to their attention, although there is
little pattern of such abuse. The tourist industry has
increased begging and child prostitution. Female
genital mutilation (FGM) exists and is widespread.
Estimates are that 60 to 90 percent of women in
Gambia have been subjected to FGM. Seven of the
nine major ethnic groups support FGM. The gov-
ernment considers FGM to be an integral part of the
cultural system.

There are no government provisions to aid the
disabled. However, there appears to be no discrimi-
nation against those people who can perform work.
Those who cannot perform work are left to private
charity, which often means begging.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Gambia has a number of religious and secular
NGOs. There are Muslim brotherhoods, Catholic
missions, and international agencies working to
care for various problems and to aid development
efforts.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Traditionally women are subordinate to men. Po-
lygyny is prevalent and even in groups without
traditional patrilineal descent, Islam has strength-
ened male control of women. In the modern sector,
women have equal rights in employment as they
have in government. However, relatively few of
Gambia’s women operate in the modern sector.
Most are engaged in subsistence farming. Inheri-
tance in the traditional system also favors women.

Division of Labor by Gender. Women do most of
the farming. At one time, women’s farm incomes
outstripped male incomes in general. Male land-
holders, however, attempted to use the new ecology
movement as a means of erasing women’s social
and economic gains. Men control tree crops in Gam-
bia, while women control garden farms.

The new ecology movement in anthropology
relates to a deeper understanding of the relationship
of technology and social organization to the envi-
ronment. Conscious choices and preferences, as well
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Villagers building a water well. Gambia’s dry season runs from November to May.

as relationships between different groups, lead to
changes in the physical environment.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. In law,
there is equality of the sexes. In practice, men tend
to exert control over their wives and female chil-
dren. At the same time, there is a growing women’s
movement in Gambia.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Each ethnic group has its own marriage, residence,
and kinship patterns. Additionally, Islam and Chris-
tianity have their own regulations. Any particular
marriage pattern, kinship system, or residence pat-
tern depends upon a confluence of variables.

Marriage. Marriage in Gambia is regulated by ei-
ther customary, Shari’a (Muslim), or general law.
Customary law is reserved for all non-Muslims and
covers inheritance, land tenure, tribal and clan lead-
ership, as well as other relationships. Shari’a law is
primarily for Muslims and covers marriage and
divorce. General law is based on British law. Rape is
illegal in the case of both married and unmarried
women and, along with assault, is a crime. The law
does not differentiate between married and unmar-
ried women in this regard. Any person who has
carnal knowledge of a girl under the age of 16 is

guilty of a felony (except in the case of marriage);
incest is also illegal. These laws are generally en-
forced.

Polygyny is the general rule for each of Gam-
bia’s ethnic groups. Similarly, each group has ar-
ranged marriages. Married women in monogamous
or polygynous unions have property and other
rights, including the right to divorce their hus-
bands. Their husbands, however, are free to marry
other wives without their permission. Shari’a law
usually is applied in divorce and inheritance matters
for Muslims, who make up approximately 90 per-
cent of the population. Women normally receive a
lower proportion of assets distributed through in-
heritance than do male relatives.

Employment in the formal sector is open to
women at the same salary rates as men. No statu-
tory discrimination exists in other kinds of employ-
ment. However, women generally are employed in
endeavors such as food vending or subsistence
farming.

Domestic Unit. There are variations in the domes-
tic units of the various ethnic groups of Gambia.
The social structure of the pastoral Fulani is egali-
tarian, in marked contrast to that of other Muslim
groups, such as the Hausa, and to most sedentary
Fulani. The influence of Islam on kinship patterns is
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Shoppers and cars in downtown Banjul. The capital is Gambia’s only urban center.

evident in the general preference for cousin and
other intralineage marriages. Most men are polygy-
nous, the typical household unit comprising the
family head, his wives, and unmarried children.
Other Islamic groups, such as the Soninke, follow
the same general pattern. The Wolof are noted for
their double descent kinship system. A household
unit usually has a nuclear family or a polygynous
unit. There may also be other close kin living to-
gether.

Kin Groups. The vast majority of Gambia’s ethnic
groups are patrilineal and patrilocal. This tendency
toward male groups is strengthened through Is-
lamic affiliation, as 90 percent of the population is
Muslim. Even the Soninke—who practice double
descent—have developed a bias toward the patriline.

SOCIALIZATION

Socialization is generally through imitation and
proverbs. Older children, especially girls, care for
their younger siblings. Generally, male children ac-
company their fathers, while girls follow their
mothers. Segregation by sex is common, and chil-
dren tend to follow their parents example and occu-
pations. Males tend to be dominant over females.
Religion plays its role in supporting the established

order. European missionaries have helped bring in
Western ideas and modern employment options to
the country.

Infant Care. Infant care generally follows West
African patterns. Women have general responsibil-
ity for child care. Young girls carry their siblings
around with them. Any community member can
correct any child or commandeer it for reasonable
help. Folktales and proverbs illustrate moral ideas.

Child Rearing and Education. Education, in the-
ory, is free and universal for primary school. In
practice, that is not always the case. Urban areas
tend to have better schools and more reliable attend-
ance.

Literacy in Gambia is defined as those fifteen
and older who can read and write. In the total popu-
lation, the literary rate is 38.6 percent; by gender, it
is 52.8 percent for males and 24.9 percent for fe-
males.

Higher Education. Relatively few of Gambia’s
people advance to higher education. In fact, there
are no universities in Gambia, but in the late 1990s,
university extension programs were offered for the
first time.
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ETIQUETTE

In general, Gambian ethnic groups prize tranquility
of life, and their manners tend to ease the attain-
ment of that goal. Gambians tend to be soft-spoken
and gentle in demeanor, seeking to avoid noisy con-
flicts and striving toward quiet settlement of dis-
putes. Greetings tend to be drawn out while people
ask about one another’s families.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The religious distribution is
Muslim, 90 percent; Christian, 9 percent; and indig-
enous believers, 1 percent.

Religious Practitioners. There are a number of
traditional religious practitioners as well as Muslim
imams, Catholic priests, and Protestant ministers.
Each traditional group has its own practitioners.

Rituals and Holy Places. There are no places that
are sacred to all peoples; each ethnic group has its
own particular local shrines. Muslims go to Mecca
on pilgrimage and Catholics increasingly travel to
Rome and other Catholic holy places.

Death and the Afterlife. Each group has its own
particular beliefs concerning the afterlife and death.
Catholics and Muslims tend to combine the particu-
lar traditional beliefs of their ethnic group with
more universal Catholic or Muslim beliefs.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Gambia suffers from the usual list of tropical dis-
eases, many of them water borne. Malaria is en-
demic; blindness afflicts a large percentage of the
population. Modern health care is found in urban
centers and sporadically in villages.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Independence Day is 18 February. There is a six-
month ‘‘tourist’’ festival based on the television se-
ries and book Roots. It runs from June to January,
with variable dates. Christmas, New Year’s, and
other general holidays are also celebrated.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. There is some government
support but the Gambia is a poor country and can
spare little for the arts.

Literature. Increasingly, there are collections of
folk tales, poetry accompanied by the Kora, a
lutelike instrument, and novels. No Gambian novel-
ist has reached the stature of other Africans, such as
Chinua Achebe or Wole Soyinka, but there are
promising young Gambian authors.

Graphic Arts. The masks of Gambia are well
known and appreciated.

Performance Arts. The Kora, a lutelike instru-
ment, accompanies much singing and dancing.
There are many collections of these performances
on audio and videotape.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The Gambian government supports physical and
social research for its various development projects.
There is a strong tradition of academic freedom in
the country.
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CULTURE NAME

Georgian

ORIENTATION

Identification. The term ‘‘Georgian’’ does not de-
rive from Saint George but from the ancient Persian
Gurg or Gorg, meaning wolf, ‘‘supposedly a totemic
symbol, or from the Greek georgios (‘‘farmer,’’
‘‘cultivator of land’’).

Self-identification is based mainly on linguistic
tradition, and population groups that belong to
different ethno-linguistic groups, such as Ossetians,
Abkhazians, Armenians, Greeks, and Kurds, are not
considered Georgian. There are some exceptions,
such as Jews, who speak Georgian as a native lan-
guage and have surnames with Georgian endings,
but historically have had a distinct cultural identity.
Georgians are subdivided into smaller regional
ethno-cultural entities. All that have specific tradi-
tions and customs, folklore, cuisine, and dress and
may speak a different language. Ajarans, unlike the
Eastern Orthodox majority, are mostly Sunni Mus-
lims. All these groups preserve and share a common
identity, literary language, and basic system of
values.

Location and Geography. Georgia is on the
southern slopes of the Caucasus mountains, form-
ing a natural border with the north Caucasian re-
publics of the Russian Federation. The country, oc-
cupying approximately 27,000 square miles
(69,900 square kilometers), stretches along the
Greater Caucasus ridge, bordered by the Black Sea to
the west, the Armenian and Turkish highlands to
the South, and Azerbaijan to the east. The topogra-
phy is varied. The northern region is characterized
by high mountains, and the central and southern
parts, while mountainous, are much lower and are
covered with alpine fields and forests. In the east,
the rivers all join the Mtkvari (Kura), forming the
Caspian basin, while in the west, the rivers, of

which the Rioni and Enguri are the largest, run into
the Black Sea.

The climate is temperate and is more mild and
humid along the western marine coast. Mountains
create temperature zones that vary with elevation.
The eastern plains and highlands, which are isolated
from the sea, have a continental climate, while year-
round snow and glaciers are found in the highest
mountains. Climatic zones range from moderately
humid Mediterranean, to dry-continental Arab-
Caspian, and to cooler mountainous regions. Almost
half the land is in agricultural use, with much of the
remainder consisting of forests and high mountains.
Land use varies with local climatic and soil patterns.

Tbilisi, the capital, was founded by King
Vakhtang Gorgasali in the fifth century, and con-
tinues to be the most important political and cul-
tural center of the country. Tbilisi is located in the
culturally dominant eastern region, Kartli, on the
banks of the Mtkvari (Kura), on the ancient cross-
roads of one of the great silk roads between Europe
and Asia.

Demography. In the 1990s, the population was
estimated to be from five to five and a half million,
but reliable figures are not available because of ex-
tensive uncounted emigration. Just over half the
population lives in urban areas, including 1.6 mil-
lion in Tbilisi. Ethnic Georgians form the great ma-
jority of the population in most regions, though
there are settlements of Armenians and Azeris in the
south and the south-east, respectively; Ossetians in
the north-central area; Abkhaz and Armenians in
the northwest; Greeks in the southeast; and small
numbers of Batsbi, Chechens, Ingushes, and Lezghs
in the northeast. Russians and smaller ethnic mi-
norities such as Kurds, Ukrainians, Jews, and As-
syrians are concentrated mostly in urban areas. In
the 1989 census, ethnic Georgians accounted for
seventy percent of the population; Armenians 8
percent; Russians 6 percent, Azeris 6 percent,
Ossetians 3 percent, and Abkhazians, under 2 per-
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cent. This proportion has changed as a result of
emigration among ethnic minorities, especially
Russians, Jews, Greeks, and Armenians. Most eth-
nic Georgians were distributed throughout the
country, while Abkhazians moved mostly to Rus-
sian cities and Ossetians took refuge in Northern
Ossetia.

Linguistic Affiliation. The majority language is
Georgian, which belongs to the Kartvelian (South
Caucasian) language group. However, some sub-
groups speak other languages in the same linguistic
group. The literary language comes from the
Kartlian dialect spoken in the historically dominant
eastern kingdom of Kartli. Georgian is the only
Kartvelian language that is written and taught, and
is the literary language used by all Georgians.

The principal minority languages are
Abkhazian, Armenian, Azeri, Ossetian, and Rus-
sian. Abkhazian is, along with Georgian, the state
language in Abkhazia. Most ethnic minorities in ur-
ban areas speak Russian rather than Georgian as a

second language, but bilingualism and trilingual-
ism are common, and Russian continues to be
understood in most of the country. Russian, Arme-
nian, and Azeri are used in schools and as official
languages locally.

Symbolism. The competing impact of Asian and
western cultures is most prominently expressed in
Byzantine and Persian influences. Another overlap
is between Christian and pagan, with a much
weaker influence from neighboring Muslim pat-
terns. Today, much cultural symbolism reflects a
mythologized interpretation of tradition that is in-
fluenced by self-perception as belonging to Euro-
pean, Christian contemporary society.

Mythical symbols include the Golden Fleece of
the Greek myth of the Argonauts’ journey to
Colchis and the mythical ancestor of Georgians,
Kartlos. Other important mythical figures include
Saint George, and Amirani, a noble hero analo-
gous to Prometheus. Mythical symbols of the
Abkhazians and Ossetians are both dominated by a
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mythical cycle dealing with the semidivine people of
Narts.

The numbers seven and nine have symbolic
meaning, as does the number three, which reflects
the Trinity. The snow leopard and lion symbolize
noble valor and vigor. The vine symbolizes fertility
and the Dionysian spirit, and dominates medieval
architectural ornamentation. A very important or-
namental symbol is the fire-wheel swastika, a solar
symbol traditionally used both as an architectural
ornament and in wood carving as well as on the
passport and currency. The Cross plays an equally
significant role.

The hymn ‘‘Thou Art the True Vine’’ is the
most important sacred song. National symbols of-
ten refer to language, motherland (national terri-
tory), and Confession (Christian Orthodoxy). The
ideas of loyalty to kin, honor, and hospitality are
held in high esteem. The characteristic metaphor is
that of a mother. Other metaphors are linked to the
sun, which is interpreted as a source of beauty and
light, brotherhood, supreme loyalty, and victory.

State symbolism dates back to the Democratic
Republic of Georgia (1918–1921). The most re-
spected national festival (26 May) is linked to the
declaration of independence in 1918. The national
flag of black and white stripes against a dark crim-
son background and the state emblem, White
George on horseback framed by a septagonal star,
repeat the imagery of that period.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Cultural unity was in-
fluenced by political unification and fragmentation.
In the southern and eastern regions, the state of
Kartli (Iberia) united tribes that spoke the Kartvelian
language. The first attempt to unite the country
occurred under King Parnavaz of Kartli at the begin-
ning of the third century B.C.E. Georgia adopted
Christianity in 334, when King Mirian III of Kartli-
Iberia, following the instructions of Saint Nino of
Cappadocia, declared it the state religion. The alpha-
bet probably was created soon afterward to trans-
late holy texts, replacing Aramaic and Greek scripts
and producing both the hieratic script and the con-
temporary secular alphabet. The first Georgian in-
scriptions appeared in Jerusalem in the fifth cen-
tury, followed by the first known literary text, the
Martyrdom of Saint Shushanik. At about that time,
King Vakhtang briefly united eastern and western
Georgia. Several centuries later, the new dynasty of
the Bagrations took control of the Inner Kartli and
the city of Uplistsikhe, and in 978, King Bagrat III

Women hoeing fields near Gori. There is no explicit division of
labor by gender in Georgia, except for hard physical labor,
such as mining.

Bagration became the first king of both Kartli and
Abkhazia. In 1314, Giorgi V the Brilliant reunited
Georgia after a long period of decline under the
Mongols, but Tamerlain’s invasions broke the na-
tion’s strength and unity. With the fall of Constan-
tinople in 1453, Georgia became the only Christian
stronghold in a region of Muslim kingdoms. In the
beginning of the nineteenth century, Georgia was
united by the Russian Empire, when the tsars Pavel
and Alexander annexed the eastern region, abol-
ishing the kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti.

After the Russian Revolution of 1917, Georgia
declared independence in 1918, but the democratic
Republic of Georgia, ruled by a social-democratic
government, was invaded by the Red Army in 1921,
a few days after it was recognized by European
states. The Soviet Socialist Republic of Georgia re-
tained formal sovereignty but was a puppet mem-
ber of the Soviet Empire until its dissolution in
1991, when Zviad Gamsakhurduia proclaimed in-
dependence. By the end of that same year,
Gamsakhurdia fell victim to a military coup. The
military government, unable to cope with interna-
tional isolation and an economic crisis, invited the
former Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevard-
nadze to become the chairman of the State Council,
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keeping real power in its own hands. After two
years of civil war and secessionist conflicts in South
Ossetia and Abkhazia, Shevardnadze took over the
government. A new parliament was elected in 1995,
a new constitution was adopted, and Shevardnadze
was elected president. The self-proclaimed republics
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia continue to be source
of conflict, but negotiations on their status is on-
going and virtually no military action has taken
place since 1993.

National Identity. The development of the nation
is linked to the attempt to unite Georgia by King
Parnavaz. However, at that time different parts of
the country spoke different languages and had little
in common. Western Georgia was inhabited by
Colchian, proto-Abkhazian and proto-Svan tribes,
with Greek settlements along the Black Sea shore,
while in the eastern and southern regions the lan-
guage was closer to contemporary Georgian, al-
though part of the territory was inhabited by
Turkic, Armenian, Alan, and Albanian tribes. Mi-
gration of eastern Georgian tribes to the west and
the gradual assimilation of other ethnic groups in
the east were accompanied by religious unity and
unification under the Bagratid dynasty at the end of
tenth century. During several centuries of common
statehood, the Abkhaz, Armenians, Turks, and
Ossetians partly preserved their cultural identities,
while Albanians were fully assimilated.

Ethnic Relations. Sub-groups with common cul-
tural identities experienced little conflict, although
the medieval feudal system often caused internecine
wars and warfare among ethnic kin. Today, despite
mass migrations of Svans to southeastern Georgia
and Megrel refugees from secessionist Abkhazia to
other parts of the country, tensions have calmed.
However, among the Abkhaz and Ossetians, tension
and radical nationalism after the disintegration of
the Soviet Union led to civil wars. There are some
tensions with Armenians and between Azeris and
Armenians in the rural southeast.

There are significant numbers of predomi-
nantly Muslim ethnic Georgians in Iran and Tur-
key. 100,000 Georgians have preserved their cul-
tural identity in the small Fereydan region near
Isfahan. Turkey controls a large territory with a
traditionally Georgian population and numerous
cultural monuments. These groups of Gürji, as they
are called in Turkey, and Laz acknowledge their
Georgian origin but have a strong sense of Turkish
national identity.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Settlements tend to be dominated by a church built
on a hill nearby if not in the center. However, in the
Soviet period, many churches were destroyed or
turned into storehouses. Newly built churches are
mostly poor replicas of older examples, primitive
expressions of a declining tradition. Little is left of
the medieval structure of small urban settlements
surrounded by a citadel wall.

Urban architecture bears strong traces of Soviet
influence. Government buildings and sculptures
from the Soviet era are gloomy and pompous. These
buildings have flat surfaces and enormous waste
spaces in the form of colonnades or halls. In the
1970s and 1980s a new tradition emerged with
more light and better use of space but was deper-
sonalized and lacked creativity. Since independence,
economic crises have precluded the construction of
new government buildings. The older quarters in
some cities are elegant and demonstrate an attrac-
tive mixture of European and Asian architecture.
The majority of smaller towns are overgrown vil-
lages that show little effort to organize space or
create an urban environment.

Rural architecture is typified by two-story
stone buildings with large verandas. In the moun-
tains, villages often are dominated by picturesque
towers. Stone houses may surround a family tower
or be organized in terraces with small gardens or
yards. Traditional dwellings in the southern vol-
canic highlands were set deep in the ground and had
no windows, with polygonal narrowing ceilings
with a central opening for light and the exit of
smoke. Internal space was organized around the
fireplace below the roof opening, and a richly en-
graved central column played both a functional and
a sacral role.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The greatest culinary divide is
between the western and eastern region. In the
west, there is a greater emphasis on vegetarian food,
predominantly prepared with walnuts. Herbs and
spices, especially tarragon, basil, coriander, feuille
Grec, and pepper make western Georgian food hot
and spicy. Cheese usually is made from cow’s milk
and is eaten with either corn bread or a corn and
flour porridge. Khachapuri, a kind of cheese pizza, is
common.

In the eastern area, the food is heavier, with
more of an accent on mutton and pork. Wheat
bread is preferred to corn, and sheep’s cheese from
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The municipal buildings in Gori. Local governments have small budgets and limited power but may be fairly independent in
their policies.

Tusheti is popular. Among people in the mountains,
the most popular food is khinkali, a cooked meat
dumpling that usually is accompanied by beer. The
most popular vegetables are tomatoes, potatoes,
radishes, pumpkins, eggplant, beans, cucumbers,
and cabbage. The most popular sauce, tkemali, is
made of wild plums; other sauces are based on wal-
nuts with spices, or pomegranate juice. Wine is
drunk everywhere, and stronger alcoholic bever-
ages include araki, which is made of grapes and
other fruit with honey. Fish, especially trout, is
eaten universally. A wide variety of locally grown
fruit is supplemented by wild and cultured berries,
watermelons and other melons. Dried fruit and nuts
covered with a mixture of grape juice and wheat or
corn flour are eaten in the winter. Jams are prepared
from fruit, unripe walnuts, watermelon, eggplant,
and green tomatoes.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. At the
New Year’s festivity, ground walnuts boiled in
honey are served, along with a turkey or chicken in
walnut sauce. An Easter meal includes hard-boiled
eggs dyed red and other bright colors, roasted piglet
and lamb, and special cakes with vanilla and spices.
Special dishes are served at a wake: rice with mut-
ton in the east, and meat with sweet rice and raisins
in the west. Special wheat porridge with walnuts

and honey is served forty days after a person’s
death.

Basic Economy. Georgians were basically rural
people until the beginning of this century, when
industrialization caused a mass rural-to-urban mi-
gration, especially to the capital. Most families are
still linked through kinship relations with the coun-
tryside and preserve some traditions of their native
localities.

Industrialization and the urban economy have
had a limited influence on the national culture. To-
day, most of the population is urbanized and works
in services or industrial production. Industry has
been slow in recovering from the economic crisis of
the early 1990s. Agriculture has been quicker to
recover and accounts for almost 30 percent of the
gross domestic product. A significant portion of ex-
ports consists of processed or raw agricultural pro-
duce such as hazelnuts, tea and wine. However, the
country is not self-sufficient in producing grain as a
result of the limited arable land.

Land Tenure and Property. After independence,
much of land owned by the state was privatized.
Over half the cultivated land was privatized by
1994, and that proportion continues to grow.
However, in the highlands, where there is little cul-
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tivated land, privatization may entail restitution, as
families respect traditional ownership. The state
continues to control almost all uncultivated land,
forests, and pastures; further privatization is expec-
ted in these areas.

Commercial Activities. Apart from agricultural
goods, mineral water, soft drinks, and beverages,
few goods are produced locally for the retail market.
Cheaper goods from Turkey, Russia, China, and
Bulgaria are sold in the shops. Some locally pro-
duced building materials, chemicals, and textiles are
sold.

Major Industries. Major industries include metal-
lurgy, metal and chemical works, mining (manga-
nese, arsenic, copper, gold, oil, and raw materials
for chemical production such as barite and mineral
water), electronic devices, and machinery. A larger
role is being played by transportation and especially
transhipment because of the development of pipe-
line routes and transportation projects.

Trade. The principle exports are food, drink, to-
bacco, metals, and chemicals. The major imports
are energy and fuel, mineral products, machinery,
and food, drink and tobacco. There is a significant
trade deficit. The main trading partners are Russia,
Turkey, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Bulgaria, the
European Union, and the United States.

Division of Labor. High-paying jobs are available
for those with a good command of English and ad-
vanced computer skills, while older people remain in
poorly paid occupations. However, workers in their
forties and fifties continue to occupy leading posi-
tions in ownership and management, as result of
their advantage in starting capital and business con-
nections from the Soviet era.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The systems of social stratifi-
cation changed significantly because of the increas-
ing income gap between the impoverished masses
and former white-collar workers, and the new rich,
who have used financial and social capital to accu-
mulate capital through privatization or trade, or
have taken advantage of corruption in the state bu-
reaucracy. Another change is linked to the restruc-
turing of the political and economic system from
the Soviet centralized type to a free market, al-
though frequently the same Soviet bureaucrats and
Communist officials have become capitalists and
advocates of a liberal economy. Much of the new
capital is concentrated in Tbilisi, Batumi, and the

Black Sea port of Poti and thus is dominated by
ethnic Georgians. The Armenian and Jewish eco-
nomic elite that once played an important role,
especially in Tbilisi, has lost its position because of
emigration or because they maintain a lower pro-
file.

Symbols of Social Stratification. An advanced
position is expressed by a Westernized lifestyle. A
Mercedes car symbolizes success, as do an apart-
ment or house in a prestigious district, summering
in France, and sending one’s children to private Eu-
ropean or American schools. Visiting casinos is an-
other sign of upward social mobility.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Georgia is a presidential republic. The
president is also the head of the executive branch,
although the ministers are formally headed by the
state minister. The single-chamber (225 members
strong) parliament is elected in a mixed
majoritarian-proportional system. The last parlia-
mentary elections were won by the president’s Citi-
zens’ Union of Georgia. The other two parties in the
parliament are the Union of Industrialists and the
Union of Georgia’s Revival. The judicial branch,
which was weak in the communist era, is in the
process of being reformed. Local governments are
partly elected and partly appointed from Tbilisi and
have little formal power and small budgets. De-
pending on personal authority and local conditions,
they may be fairly independent in their policies.

Leadership and Political Officials. Political par-
ties, apart from the Union of Georgia’s Revival, have
little unity and lack well-defined political agendas.
They mostly serve as instruments for pursuing a
political career. Most parties tend to be social-
democratic or moderately nationalistic. Personali-
ties and personal connections play a decisive role in
a political career, and the need to balance political
issues and personal loyalty makes personnel ap-
pointments far from meritocractic. Many politi-
cians are involved in economic activities, and this
often creates conflicts of interest.

Social Problems and Control. Since the increase in
crime during the civil wars and turmoil of the early
1990s, there has been a significant reduction in law
violations and major crimes such as murder and
burglary. The most socially dangerous crime is
drug trafficking, which has increased the number of
young drug addicts. Organized crime is another
important concern. Corruption and incompetence
in overstaffed law enforcement bodies along with a
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The Georgian capital of Tbilisi, which was founded in the fifth century by King Vakhtang Gorgasali.

weak judiciary system have made it difficult to fight
crime. The general public is dissatisfied with the
existing situation and with the system of law.
Sometimes, especially in rural areas with a strong
tradition of customary law, the community itself
or a victim’s relatives will take the law into their
own hands and punish the perpetrator of a particu-
larly shocking crime.

Military Activity. There has been little military
action since the end of the civil war and the suspen-
sion of the conflict in Abkhazia, but the develop-
ment of the nation’s military potential attracts
great attention from both the public and the gov-
ernment. Georgia participates in NATO’s Partner-
ship for Peace program and aspires to achieve closer
cooperation, and even integration, with NATO.
There still are four Russian military bases in the
country, although their gradual withdrawal is un-
der way.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The state welfare system is inefficient, and has few
resources. Pensions provide only a fifth of the mini-
mum sustenance level, are poorly targeted, and
cover too many beneficiaries. Much of the assis-
tance goes to internally displaced persons from

Abkhazia. A number of international and inter-
governmental organizations are attempting to im-
prove the welfare system.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

There are thousands of non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs), but few of them are active and
successful. NGOs participate in defending human
rights and freedom of expression as well as environ-
mental protection. However, as virtually all NGOs
are funded by western sources, they have to adapt
to the preferences and style of foreign funders,
which often have only a vague understanding of the
real needs of the country.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. There is no explicit
division of labor by gender except in the areas of
hard physical labor such as mining. The national
culture places women in both the role of breadwin-
ner and housewife. Most urban women work when
they have the opportunity, although few have posi-
tions in the military and law enforcement. Top-level
political and business jobs are less accessible for
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women, and only a few are in the government. No
women can become a priest in the Orthodox church
or a mullah among Muslims.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
national culture strongly values respect for women.
Legislation provides for a woman’s right to take the
children after a divorce. Women receive pregnancy
leaves and earlier retirements and are not subject to
military conscription. Although men dominate
both public and family life, most housework is done
by women. With many young educated women
getting better paid jobs than their fathers or hus-
bands, traditional stereotypes of gender-defined so-
cial roles are changing.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage is based on the free will of the
partners and rarely is prearranged, although that
sometimes happens in rural areas, especially in the
Muslim population. Mutual attraction is the most
common reason for marriage, although for older
couples, economic benefits or comfort may be more
important. In Muslim areas, unofficial polygamy
exists in rare cases. There is a significant incidence of
early marriage, but there is a general tendency for
later marriage. Married persons who maintain a
joint household have equal rights to their posses-
sions.

Domestic Unit. The basic household in cities is the
nuclear family, but frequently, grandparents live
together with the family and help to bring up the
children. In rural and mountainous areas, a few
extended families exist, usually including several
brothers with their parents and children. In this case
the father of the family may control the resources,
and assign tasks on the farm, while the mother is
responsible for keeping the household. Younger
members gradually split off, building a separate
house in the neighborhood.

Inheritance. If there is no will after a person’s
death, the property is divided among all the chil-
dren, including daughters, or among the closest rel-
atives if there are no children.

Kin Groups. People ascribe great importance to
kinship. Relatives up to the third or even fourth
generation are considered close, and are expected to
share both happy events and grievances. They meet
regularly at important social events such as wed-
dings and funerals, and neglecting the social duty to
attend is disapproved. The kinship system played an
important role in cushioning the effects of economic

crisis when the social welfare system was disrupted.
Extended kinship relations may create clientelism
and protectionism as well as organized crime.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Customary practices in the care of
infants have been abandoned, such as the practice of
rearing young infants in a special type of cradle that
restricted the movement of a child. Children are the
focal point of the family, and much attention is paid
to their education and development, especially in the
educated classes. Because kindergartens are less
available today, retired grandparents often care for
the children.

Child Rearing and Education. The early intellec-
tual development of infants is valued, and parents
love to show their children’s achievements. The val-
ues inculcated and the skills taught differ by gender.
Boys are taught to be strong and courageous and
deal with cars or tools. Girls are supposed to be
modest and skilled in housekeeping, sewing, and
cooking; play with dolls rather than war toys; and
are more often taught to play musical instruments.
Although many parents believe in genetically trans-
mitted qualities and talents, education is valued.

Higher Education. Higher education and a univer-
sity diploma are highly valued even when the qual-
ity of education is unsatisfactory. It is almost im-
possible to have a career without a diploma,
although higher education is not always correlated
with a higher income.

ETIQUETTE

Both men and women may kiss one another on the
cheek in public places. Kissing on the lips and inti-
mate hugging in public are not approved. Shaking
hands is common, but women shake hands less
often than men do. Either the person with higher
social status or the woman is supposed to initiate
greeting and define its form. In the countryside, it is
common to greet strangers. Men may embrace
while walking in the street. In general, the closer the
relationship, the smaller the distance at which peo-
ple stand. Women are not supposed to gaze at a
stranger or smoke on the street.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The great majority of the popu-
lation belongs to the Georgian Orthodox Church, an
Eastern (Greek) Orthodox church. Confessional
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An apple seller in Tbilisi. A wide variety of fruits are grown in Georgia, although arable land is limited.

identity is a strong cultural factor that defines the
prevailing system of social values. The majority of
Georgians in Ajara are Sunni Muslims, as are a few
inhabitants of the Meskheti region. There are also
Shiite Muslims among the Turkic inhabitants in the
southeast (Azeris) and Sunni Muslims among the
Abkhaz, Ossetians, and Greeks. Several Protestant
churches are active, with the Baptists being the
most successful. Most ethnic Armenians belong to
the Gregorian Christian Church. There are small
groups of Yezid Kurds, Russian Molokans and
Dukhobors, and Jews; the population of the latter

two groups has diminished because of emigration.
New emerging cults and sects, such as Jehovah’s
Witnesses, meet with hostility and aggression from
the established churches and the population.

Rituals and Holy Places. The great majority of
Orthodox religious ceremonies are carried out by
priests in churches. The most important ceremo-
nies, especially those celebrating Easter and Christ-
mas, are carried out by the Patriarch in
Svetitskhoveli Cathedral in the ancient town of
Mtskheta, or in the Zion Cathedral in Tbilisi. Daily
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Most Georgians belong to the Georgian Orthodox Church.
Daily services are held, but many seldom attend.

services are held in churches, as well as weddings
and baptisms. In some cases priests are invited to
other places to bless new initiatives, buildings or
organizations. Many people claim to be religious
but seldom attend religious ceremonies. In moun-
tainous regions, people who self-identify as Chris-
tian continue to follow rituals of pagan origin.

Death and the Afterlife. Many of popular beliefs
and rituals regarding death and afterlife stem from
a mixture of Christian and pagan concepts, with
many superstitions and cultural borrowings. Re-
specting the deceased is a very important part of
social life, and much time is spent attending fu-
nerals and wakes and caring for graves. Although
people believe in an eternal afterlife, there is no clear
understanding of its nature; people observe rules
and try to reduce their grief by ritualizing the
mourning process.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The most widely observed holiday still is the New
Year. Among national holidays, Independence Day
is the most respected, and people like to attend even
newly invented festivities such as Tbilisoba in
October, a holiday invented by the Communist au-
thorities.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Although the state is sup-
posed to support arts through the Ministry of Cul-
ture, there are few funds that rarely find the proper
application. Some professional unions, once con-
trolled by the government, continue to claim state
support despite contributing little to cultural life.
Artists whose work depends less on linguistic re-
strictions, such as painters and craftsmen, look for
financial support and markets abroad. Many writ-
ers and artists work in politics or business or try to
couple them with their art; it is not uncommon for
film makers and writers to have a position in the
parliament or other agencies of the government.

Literature. Literature is in a dire condition because
of the political and economic crisis that started long
before independence. There are only a few young
talented writers and poets and almost none from
the older generation. The literary market is domi-
nated by translations of bestsellers, detective stories,
and erotica.

Graphic Arts. Graphic arts are popular, and many
young artists are demonstrating high levels of crea-
tivity and skill. Many artists sell their work in the
West.

Performance Arts. The performance arts are in a
crisis because limitations imposed by language hin-
der the art from finding a wider audience. Several
ballet dancers, opera singers, and theater directors
have achieved success in other countries. However,
in Tbilisi, performance art and dramatic art are alive
and rich.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Physical and natural sciences, along with engineer-
ing, were highly developed in the Soviet period be-
cause of their application to defense. Today there is
next to no funding in these areas, as most Western
aid goes to the social sciences. This has caused many
scientists to emigrate, and the brain drain has helped
maintain relations with leading scientific institu-
tions. The social sciences were underdeveloped in the
communist era and have not reached international
standards in teaching and research.
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CULTURE NAME

German

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Germania (Latin), Deutschland (German),
l’Allemagne (French)

ORIENTATION

Identification. The name Germany is derived from
the Latin word Germania, which, at the time of the
Gallic War (58–51 B.C.E.), was used by the Romans
to designate various peoples occupying the region
east of the Rhine. The German-language name
Deutschland is derived from a Germanic root mean-
ing volk, or people. A document (written in Latin)
from the Frankish court of 786 C.E. uses the term
theodisca lingua to refer to the colloquial speech of
those who spoke neither Latin nor early forms of
Romance languages. From this point forward, the
term deutsch was employed to mark a difference in
speech, which corresponded to political, geographic,
and social distinctions as well. Since, however, the
Frankish and Saxon kings of the early Middle Ages
sought to characterize themselves as emperors of
Rome, it does not seem valid to infer an incipient
form of national consciousness. By the fifteenth
century, the designation Heiliges Römisches Reich, or
‘‘Holy Roman Empire,’’ was supplemented with the
qualifying phrase der deutschen Nation, meaning ‘‘of
the German Nation.’’ Still, it is important to note
that, at that point in history, the phrase ‘‘German
nation’’ referred only to the Estates of the Empire—
dukes, counts, archbishops, electoral princes, and
imperial cities—that were represented in the Impe-
rial Diet. Nevertheless, this self-designation indi-
cates the desire of the members of the Imperial
Estates to distinguish themselves from the curia in
Rome, with which they were embroiled in a number
of political and financial conflicts.

The area that became known as Deutschland,
or Germany, had been nominally under the rule of
the German king—who was usually also the Ro-
man emperor—since the tenth century. In fact,
however, the various territories, principalities,
counties, and cities enjoyed a large degree of au-
tonomy and retained distinctive names and tradi-
tions, even after the founding of the nation-
state—the Kaiserreich or German Empire—in
1871. The names of older territories—such as Ba-
varia, Brandenburg, and Saxony—are still kept
alive in the designations of some of today’s federal
states. Other older names, such as Swabia and
Franconia, refer to ‘‘historical landscapes’’ within
the modern federal states or straddling their
boundaries. Regional identities such as these are of
great significance for many Germans, though it is
evident that they are often manipulated for politi-
cal and commercial purposes as well.

The current German state, called the Federal Re-
public of Germany, was founded in 1949 in the
wake of Germany’s defeat in World War II. At first,
it consisted only of so-called West Germany, that is
the areas that were occupied by British, French, and
American forces. In 1990, five new states, formed
from the territories of East Germany—the former
Soviet zone, which in 1949 became the German
Democratic Republic (GDR)—were incorporated
into the Federal Republic of Germany. Since that
time, Germany has consisted of sixteen federal
states: Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria, Berlin,
Brandenburg, Bremen, Hamburg, Hesse, Lower
Saxony, Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, North
Rhine-Westphalia, Rhineland-Palatinate, Saarland,
Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, Schleswig-Holstein, and
Thuringia.

Location and Geography. Germany is located in
north-central Europe. It shares boundaries with
nine other countries: Denmark, Poland, the Czech
Republic, Austria, Switzerland, France, Luxem-
bourg, Belgium, and the Netherlands. At various
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times in the past, the German Reich claimed border-
ing regions in France (Alsace-Lorraine) and had ter-
ritories that now belong to Poland, Russia, and Lith-
uania (Pomerania, Silesia, and East Prussia). Shortly
after the unification of East and West Germany in
1990, the Federal Republic signed a treaty with
Poland, in which it renounced all claims to territo-
ries east of the boundary formed by the Oder and

Neisse rivers—the de facto border since the end of
World War II.

The northern part of Germany, which lies on
the North Sea and the Baltic Sea, is a coastal plain of
low elevation. In the east, this coastal plain extends
southward for over 120 miles (200 kilometers),
but, in the rest of the country, the central region is
dotted with foothills. Thereafter, the elevation in-
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creases fairly steadily, culminating in the Black For-
est in the southwest and the Bavarian Alps in the
south. The Rhine, Weser, and Elbe rivers run toward
the north or northwest, emptying into the North
Sea. Similarly, the Oder river, which marks the bor-
der with Poland, flows northward into the Baltic
Sea. The Danube has its source in the Black Forest
then runs eastward, draining southern Germany
and emptying eventually into the Black Sea. Ger-
many has a temperate seasonal climate with mod-
erate to heavy rainfall.

Demography. In accordance with modern Euro-
pean patterns of demographic development, Ger-
many’s population rose from about 25 million in
1815 to over 60 million in 1914, despite heavy
emigration. The population continued to rise in the
first half of this century, though this trend was
hindered by heavy losses in the two world wars. In
1997, the total population of Germany was 82 mil-
lion. Of this sum, nearly 67 million lived in former
West Germany, and just over 15 million lived in
former East Germany. In 1939, the year Germany
invaded Poland, the population of what was to be-
come West Germany was 43 million and the popu-
lation of what was to become East Germany was
almost 17 million. This means that from 1939 to
1997, both the total population and the population
of West Germany have increased, while the popula-
tion of East Germany has decreased.

Following World War II, the population of both
parts of Germany rose dramatically, due to the
arrival of German refugees from the Soviet Union
and from areas that are now part of Poland and the
Czech Republic. In 1950, eight million refugees
formed 16 percent of the West German population
and over four million refugees formed 22 percent of
the East German population. Between 1950 and
1961, however, more than 2.5 million Germans left
the German Democratic Republic and went to the
Federal Republic of Germany. The building of the
Berlin Wall in 1961 effectively put an end to this
German-German migration.

From 1945 to 1990, West Germany’s popula-
tion was further augmented by the arrival of nearly
four million ethnic Germans, who immigrated
from Poland, Romania, and the Soviet Union or its
successor states. These so-called Aussiedler or return
settlers took advantage of a provision in the consti-
tution of the Federal Republic of Germany, which
grants citizenship to ethnic Germans living outside
of Germany.

Another boost to the population of West Ger-
many has been provided by the so-called

Gastarbeiter (migrant or immigrant workers),
mostly from Turkey, the Balkans, Italy, and Portu-
gal. Between 1961 and 1997, over 23 million for-
eigners came to the Federal Republic of Germany;
seventeen million of these, however, later returned
to their home countries. The net gain in population
for Germany was still well over 6 million, since
those who remained in Germany often established
families.

The population of Germany is distributed in
small to medium-sized local administrative units,
though, on the average, the settlements tend to be
larger in West Germany. There are only three cities
with a population of over 1 million: Berlin (3.4
million), Hamburg (1.7 million), and Munich (1.2
million). Cologne has just under 1 million inhabi-
tants, while the next largest city, Frankfurt am
Main, has a population of 650,000.

Linguistic Affiliation. In the early nineteenth cen-
tury, language historians identified German as a
member of the Germanic subfamily of the Indo-
European family of languages. The major German
dialect groups are High and Low German, the lan-
guage varieties of the southern highlands and the
northern lowlands. Low German dialects, in many
ways similar to Dutch, were spoken around the
mouth of the Rhine and on the northern coast but
are now less widespread. High German dialects may
be divided into Middle and Upper categories, which,
again, correspond to geographical regions. The
modern standard is descended largely from a syn-
thetic form, which was developed in the emerging
bureaucracy of the territorial state of Saxony and
which combined properties of East Middle and East
Upper High German. Religious reformer Martin Lu-
ther (1483–1546) helped popularize this variety by
employing it in his very influential German transla-
tion of the Bible. The standard language was estab-
lished in a series of steps, including the emergence of
a national literary public in the eighteenth century,
the improvement and extension of public education
in the course of the nineteenth century, and political
unification in the late nineteenth century. In the
twentieth century, massive population movements
have contributed to further dialect leveling. Never-
theless, some local and regional speech varieties
have survived and/or reasserted themselves. Due to
the presence of immigrants, a number of other lan-
guages are spoken in Germany as well, including
Polish, Turkish, Serbo-Croatian, Greek, Italian, Por-
tuguese, Spanish, Mongolian, and Vietnamese.

Symbolism. Any review of national symbols in
Germany must take into account the clash of alter-
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native symbols, which correspond either to differ-
ent phases of a stormy history or to different as-
pects of a very complex whole. The eagle was
depicted in the regalia of the Holy Roman Empire,
but since Prussia’s victory over Austria in 1866 and
the exclusion of Austria from the German Reich in
1871, this symbol has been shared by two separate
states, which were united only briefly from 1937 to
1945. Germany is the homeland of the Reforma-
tion, yet Martin Luther is a very contentious sym-
bol, since 34 percent of all Germans are Roman
Catholic. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century, Germany became known as the land of
Dichter und Denker, that is, poets and philosophers,
including such luminaries as Immanuel Kant,
Johann Gottfried von Herder, Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe, Friedrich von Schiller, and Wilhelm von
Humboldt. In the latter nineteenth century this im-
age was supplemented by that of the Prussian offi-
cer and the saber-rattling Kaiser. Der deutsche Mi-
chel—which means, approximately, ‘‘Mike the
German,’’ named after the archangel Michael, the
protector of Germany—was a simpleton with knee
breeches and a sleeping cap, who had represented
Germany in caricatures even before the nineteenth
century. The national and democratic movement of
the first half of the nineteenth century spawned a
whole series of symbols, including especially the
flag with the colors black, red, and gold, which were
used for the national flag in the Weimar Republic
(1919–1933) and again in the Federal Republic of
Germany (as of 1949). The national movement also
found expression in a series of monuments scattered
over the countryside. The National Socialists were
especially concerned with creating new symbols
and harnessing old ones for their purposes. In the
Federal Republic of Germany, it is illegal to display
the Hakenkreuz or swastika, which was the central
symbol of the Nazi movement and the central motif
in the national flag in the Third Reich (1933–1945).

The official symbols of the Federal Republic of
Germany are the eagle, on one hand, and the black,
red, and gold flag of the democratic movement, on
the other. In many ways, however, the capital city
itself has served as a symbol of the Federal Republic,
be it Bonn, a small, relatively cosy Rhenish city
(capital from 1949 to 1990), or Berlin, Germany’s
largest city and the capital of Brandenburg-Prussia,
the German Empire, the Weimar Republic, the Third
Reich, and, since 1990, the Federal Republic. From
the Siegessäule (Victory Column) to the Reichstag
(parliament), from the Charlottenburg Palace to the
former Gestapo Headquarters, from the Memorial
Church to the fragmentary remnants of the Berlin

A Bavarian town settlement. Predominantly Catholic, Bavaria
is home to many shrines and chapels, as well as the majestic
Bavarian Alps.

Wall, Berlin contains numerous symbols of Ger-
many and German history.

Given the contentious character of political
symbols in Germany, many Germans seem to
identify more closely with typical landscapes.
Paintings or photographs of Alpine peaks and val-
leys are found in homes throughout Germany. Of-
ten, however, even features of the natural environ-
ment become politicized, as was the case with the
Rhine during Germany’s conflicts with France in
the nineteenth century. Alternatively, corporate
products and consumer goods also serve as national
symbols. This is certainly the case with a series of
high-quality German automobiles, such as Porsche,
Mercedes-Benz, and BMW.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The emergence of the
nation has been understood in very different ways
at different times. Humanist scholars of the early
sixteenth century initiated a discourse about the
German nation by identifying contemporaneous
populations as descendants of ancient Germanic
peoples, as they were represented in the writings of
Roman authors such as Julius Caesar (100–44
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B.C.E.) and Cornelius Tacitus (c. 55–c.116 C.E.), au-
thor of the famous work Germania. From the view-
point of Ulrich von Hutten (1488–1523), among
others, Tacitus provided insight into the origins and
character of a virtuous nation that was in many
ways equal or superior to Rome. The German hu-
manists found their hero in Armin, or Hermann,
who defeated the Romans in the battle of the
Teutoburg Forest in 9 C.E.

The interest of German intellectuals in their an-
cient predecessors, as depicted in the literature of
classical antiquity, continued into the eighteenth
century, when it inspired the patriotic poetry of
Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock (1724–1803) and of the
members of a group of poets called the Göttinger
Hain, founded in 1772. The twentieth century
scholar, Norbert Elias, has shown that the attention
that bourgeois Germans of the eighteenth century
devoted to the origins and the virtuous character of
their nation was motivated in large part by their
rejection of powerful aristocrats and courtiers, who
modeled themselves on French counterparts.

On the eve of the French Revolution (1789),
Germany was divided into nearly three hundred
separate political entities of various sizes and with
various degrees of sovereignty within the Holy Ro-
man Empire. By 1794, French troops had taken the
west bank of the Rhine, which had previously been
divided among many different principalities; by
1806, Napoléon Bonaparte (1769–1821) had
disbanded the Holy Roman Empire. In the same
year, Napoléon’s armies defeated Prussia and its
allies in the simultaneous battles of Jena and
Auerstädt. In its modern form, German nationalism
took shape in response to this defeat. In the War of
Liberation (1813–1815), in which many patriots
participated as volunteers, the allied forces under
Prussian leadership were successful in expelling the
French from Germany. After the Congress of Vi-
enna (1815), however, those who had hoped for the
founding of a German nation-state were disap-
pointed, as the dynastic rulers of the German terri-
tories reasserted their political authority.

With the rise of historical scholarship in the
first half of the nineteenth century, the earlier em-
phasis on German antiquity was supplemented by
representations of the medieval origins of the Ger-
man nation. In the age of nationalism, when the
nation-state was understood as the end point of a
law-like historical development, German historians
sought to explain why Germany, in contrast to
France and England, was still divided. They believed
that they had discovered the answer to this puzzle
in the history of the medieval Reich. Shortly after

the death of Charlemagne (814), the Carolingian
empire split into a western, a middle, and an eastern
kingdom. In the teleological view of the nineteenth
century historians, the western kingdom became
France and the eastern kingdom was destined to
become Germany; the middle kingdom was subdi-
vided and remained a bone of contention between
the two emerging nations. The tenth century Ger-
man king, Otto I, led a series of expeditions to Rome
and was crowned as emperor by the pope in 962.
From this point forward, Germany and the medi-
eval version of the Roman Empire were linked.

German historians of the nineteenth century in-
terpreted the medieval Reich as the beginning of a
process that should have led to the founding of a
German nation-state. The medieval emperor was
viewed as the major proponent of this national de-
velopment, but modern historians often criticized
the actual behavior of the emperors as being incon-
sistent with national aims. The main villains of
medieval history, at least in the eyes of latter-day
historians—especially Protestants—were the vari-
ous popes and those German princes who allied
themselves with the popes against the emperor for
reasons that were deemed to be ‘‘egotistical.’’ This
opposition of the pope and the princes was thought
to have stifled the proper development of the Ger-
man nation. The high point in this development
was, the nationalist historians believed, the era of
the Hohenstaufen emperors (1138–1254). The
Hohenstaufen emperor Frederick I was rendered in
nineteenth century historiography as a great hero
of the German cause. After his reign, however, the
empire suffered a series of setbacks and entered into
a long period of decline. The early Habsburgs offered
some hope to latter-day historians, but their succes-
sors were thought to have pursued purely dynastic
interests. The low point in the national saga came in
the Thirty Years War (1618–1648), when foreign
and domestic enemies ravaged Germany.

Among the educated bourgeoisie and the popu-
lar classes of nineteenth century Germany, the de-
sire for a renewal of the German Reich was wide-
spread; but there was much disagreement about
exactly how this new state should be structured.
The main conflict was between those favoring a
grossdeutsch solution to German unification, that is,
a ‘‘large Germany’’ under Austrian leadership, and
those favoring a kleindeutsch solution, that is, a
‘‘small Germany’’ under Prussian leadership and
excluding Austria. The second option was realized
after Prussia won a series of wars, defeating Den-
mark in 1864, Austria in 1866, and France in 1871.
In the writings of the Prussian school of national
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history, Prussia’s victory and the founding of the
German Reich in 1871 were depicted as the realiza-
tion of the plans of the medieval emperor, Frederick
I. After the founding of the Reich, Germany pursued
expansionist policies, both overseas and in the terri-
tories on its eastern border. Defeat in World War I
led to widespread resentment against the conditions
of the Versailles Treaty, which many Germans
thought to be unfair, and against the founders of
the Weimar Republic, who many Germans viewed
as traitors or collaborators. Adolf Hitler, the leader
of the National Socialist (Nazi) movement, was able
to exploit popular resentment and widespread de-
sires for national greatness. National Socialist pro-
pagandists built upon beliefs in the antiquity and
continuity of the German nation, augmenting them
with racialist theories, which attributed to the Ger-
mans a biological superiority over other peoples.

National Identity. Following World War II, Ger-
man national identity became problematic, since the
national movement seemed to have culminated in
the Third Reich and found its most extreme expres-
sion in the murder of millions of people, including
six million Jews. All further reflection on the Ger-
man nation had to come to grips with this issue in
one way or another. There have been many differ-
ent attempts to explain Nazism and its crimes.
Some see Adolf Hitler and his cronies as villains who
misled the German people. Others blame Nazism on
a flaw in the German national character. Still others
see the beginning of Germany’s problems in the
rejection of the rational and universal principles of
the Enlightenment and the adoption of romantic
irrationalism. Marxist scholars see Nazism as a
form of fascism, which they describe as the form
that capitalism takes under certain historical condi-
tions. Finally, some cite the failure of the bourgeois
revolution in the nineteenth century and the linger-
ing power of feudal elites as the main cause. Inter-
pretations of this sort fall under the general heading
of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, or coming to terms
with the past. Since the fall of the GDR, West Ger-
man traditions of coming to terms with the past
have been extended to the period of socialist rule in
East Germany. Some Germans emphasize the simi-
larities between the two forms of dictatorship, Na-
tional Socialist and communist, while others, espe-
cially many East Germans, view the Third Reich and
the GDR as being essentially dissimilar. Lingering
differences between the attitudes and practices of
West and East Germans are often attributed to the
so-called Mauer in den Köpfen, or wall in the mind—
an allusion to the physical wall that used to divide
East and West Germany.

In recent years, German nationalism has been
reexamined in accordance with views of the nation
as an ‘‘imagined community’’ which is based on
‘‘invented traditions.’’ Most scholars have concen-
trated on the organization, the symbolism, and the
discourse of the national movement as it developed
in the nineteenth century. The most significant con-
tributions to the imagination and the invention of
the German nation in this era took place in the
context of (1) a set of typical voluntary associa-
tions, which supposedly harkened back to old local,
regional, or national traditions; (2) the series of
monuments erected by state governments, by
towns and cities, and by citizens’ groups through-
out Germany; and (3) the various representations of
history, some of which have been alluded to above.
In addition, there is a growing body of literature
that examines understandings of the nation and the
politics of nationhood in the eighteenth century.
There is much disagreement on the political impli-
cations of the critical history of nationalism in Ger-
many. Some scholars seem to want to exorcize the
deviant aspects of modern German nationalism,
while retaining those aspects, with which, in their
view, German citizens should identify. Others see
nationalism as an especially dangerous stage in a
developmental process, which Germans, in their
journey toward a postnational society, should leave
behind.

Ethnic Relations. The framers of the Grundgesetz
(Basic Law or Constitution) of the Federal Republic
of Germany adopted older laws that define citizen-
ship according to the principle of jus sanguinis, that
is birth to German parents (literally, law of blood).
For this reason, many people born outside of Ger-
many are considered to be German, while many
people born in Germany are not. Since the 1960s,
the country has admitted millions of migrant
workers, who have, in fact, played an indispensable
role in the economy. Although migrant workers
from Turkey, Yugoslavia, Italy, Greece, Spain, and
Portugal were called Gastarbeiter (literally, guest
workers), many stayed in Germany and established
families. They form communities, which are to
varying degrees assimilated to German lifestyles.
Indeed, many of the children and grandchildren of
immigrant laborers regard themselves not as Turk-
ish, Greek, or Portuguese, but as German. Neverthe-
less, they have had great difficulty in gaining Ger-
man citizenship; and many Germans view them as
Ausländer, or foreigners. Beginning in the year
2000, new laws granted restricted rights of dual
citizenship to children of foreign descent who are
born in Germany. This new legislation has been
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accompanied by intensified discussion about Ger-
many’s status as a land of immigration. All major
political parties now agree that Germany is and
should be a land of immigration, but they differ on
many aspects of immigration policy.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The earliest urban centers in what is now Germany
were established by the Romans on or near the
Rhine, often on the sites of pre-Roman settlements.
Examples include Mainz, Trier, and Cologne. In the
Middle Ages, older and newly founded towns be-
came centers for commerce and for the manual
trades, which were organized in guilds. Towns de-
veloped distinctive forms of social organization and
culture, which set them off from the agrarian world
of peasants and nobles. Some, called ‘‘free imperial
cities,’’ enjoyed the protection of the emperor and
concomitant political and economic privileges.
Others were directly subordinate to territorial lords,
but still tried to gain or maintain a degree of auton-
omy.

By the early modern period, the most important
commercial centers were the Hanseatic towns or
cities of the northern coastal regions, the Rhenish
towns, and the southern German towns, such as
Augsburg, Würzburg, Regensburg, and Nurem-
berg, which were located along trade routes leading
to the Mediterranean. There was often a sharp dis-
tinction between commercial cities, such as Leipzig,
and court cities, such as Dresden. Up until the nine-
teenth century, however, the urban populations
were very modest in size. In 1800, only Berlin and
Hamburg had more than 100,000 inhabitants.

In the course of the nineteenth century, Ger-
many experienced the forms of internal migration
and urbanization that are typical of the transition
from an agrarian to an industrial society. Industrial
centers such as Leipzig, Berlin, and the Ruhr Valley
grew dramatically in the second half of the century.
Essen, in the Ruhr Valley, had 10,000 inhabitants in
1851 and 230,000 in 1905. The inadequate living
conditions in the burgeoning cities were a major
impetus for the workers’ movement, which led to
the formation of unions and working-class parties,
most notably the Social Democratic and Commu-
nist parties.

German cities typically bear witness to all eras
in the architectural history of Europe. The sequence
of Romanic, Gothic, Renaissance, and Baroque
styles is especially evident in churches, many of
which have been renovated repeatedly over the cen-

turies. Much of the urban architecture in Germany
bears witness to the tastes of the nineteenth cen-
tury, including the classicism of the first half of the
century and the historicism (including neo-Gothic
and neo-Renaissance) of the second half of the cen-
tury. In the period of rapid industrial growth in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many
German cities were largely rebuilt in the styles of
the so-called Gründerzeit, that is, the founding years
of the new German Empire. Most cities dispensed of
their medieval walls in the nineteenth century, but
they retained their central town square, which is
typically flanked by the town hall and sometimes
the town church as well. In German cities today,
some of the old town halls are still administrative
centers, but others have become historical mu-
seums. The town square is, however, still used for
festivals, weekly farmers’ markets, and other spe-
cial events. Since the late 1970s, inner city areas
surrounding the central squares have often been
transformed into pedestrian zones, with many
shops, cafés, restaurants, and bars.

German cities experienced an unprecedented de-
gree of destruction in the late years of World War II.
In the first decades of the postwar era, they were
often rebuilt in a modern style that differed sharply
from the earlier appearance of the cities. Since the
1970s, cultural preservation has become a higher
priority. This emphasis on the preservation of his-
toric aspects of the city corresponds to an increased
popular interest in all things historical and to the
importance of the international tourist trade. The
politics of cultural preservation is characterized by
debates over the way in which the past should be
represented in urban places. This applies especially
to the representation of the Third Reich and World
War II. In Berlin, for example, many buildings have
been linked to different regimes of the past, includ-
ing Brandenburg-Prussia, the German Empire, and
the Third Reich. The Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial
Church, which was largely destroyed in the last
war, has been left in ruins. It now serves as a
memorial not to Kaiser Wilhelm but to World War
II. In Dresden, the federal state of Saxony, the city of
Dresden, and various citizens organizations have
elected to rebuild the famous Frauenkirche (Church
of Our Lady), which was destroyed in the bombing
of February 1945. Thus, they have chosen to em-
phasize the baroque tradition of ‘‘Florence on the
Elbe,’’ as Dresden was called. At the same time,
Dresden—like many other towns and cities of for-
mer East Germany—has elected to remove many,
though not all, of the monuments of the German
Democratic Republic.
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People socializing at a festival in Allgau. German beer, a favorite beverage, must be made only of water, hops, and malt.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Eating habits in Germany vary
by social class and milieu, but it is possible to gener-
alize about the behavior of the inclusive middle
class, which has emerged in the prosperous postwar
era. Most Germans acquire food from both super-
markets and specialty shops, such as bakeries and
butcher shops. Bread is the main food at both break-
fast and supper. Breakfast usually includes
brötchen, or rolls of various kinds, while supper—
called Abendbrot—often consists of bread, sausages
or cold cuts, cheese, and, perhaps, a salad or vegeta-
ble garnish. The warm meal of the day is still often
eaten at noon, though modern work routines seem
to encourage assimilation to American patterns.
Pork is the most commonly consumed meat,
though various sorts of wurst, or sausage, are often
eaten in lieu of meat. Cabbage, beets, and turnips are
indigenous vegetables, which are, however, often
supplemented with more exotic fare. Since its intro-
duction in the seventeenth century, the potato has
won a firm place in German cuisine. Favorite alco-
holic beverages are beer, brandy, and schnapps. Ger-
man beers, including varieties such as Pilsner,
Weizenbier, and Alt, are brewed according to the
deutsche Reinheitsgebot, i.e., the German law of pu-
rity from the sixteenth century, which states that

the only admissible ingredients are water, hops, and
malt. Large family meals are still common at
noontime on Saturdays and Sundays. These are of-
ten followed in mid-afternoon by Kaffee und Kuchen,
the German version of tea time.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Special
meals usually include meat, fish, or fowl, along
with one of a number of starchy foods, which vary
by region. Examples of the latter include klöße (po-
tato dumplings), knödel (a breadlike dumpling), and
spätzle (a kind of pasta). Alternatively, Germans
often celebrate in restaurants, which often feature
cuisines of other nations. Greek restaurants tend to
be more moderately priced, French restaurants are
often more expensive, and the especially popular
Italian restaurants span the range of price catego-
ries. The most important holiday meal is Christmas
dinner. Regional and family traditions vary, but
this often consists of goose, duck, or turkey, sup-
plemented by red cabbage and potatoes or potato
dumplings.

Basic Economy. Since the late nineteenth century,
the German economy has been shaped by industrial
production, international trade, and the rise of con-
sumer culture. Consequently, the number of people
involved in agricultural production has steadily de-
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clined. At the end of the twentieth century, only 2.7
percent of the German workforce was involved in
agriculture, forestry, and fishery combined. Never-
theless, 48 percent of the total area of Germany was
devoted to agriculture, and agricultural products
covered 85 percent of domestic food needs.

Land Tenure and Property. The reform of feudal
land tenure was not initiated in Germany until the
period of upheaval and change during or following
the Napoleonic Wars. In the various German states
of those days, land reform was typically part of a
broader reform plan that affected many aspects of
political, economic, and social life. Programs for
land reform, which were begun in the first decades
of the nineteenth century, often were not completed
until the second half of the century. Subsequently,
however, new technologies and new organizational
forms allowed agriculture to become an increas-
ingly efficient branch of the modern economy. As
the nineteenth century progressed, production rose
dramatically. Simultaneously, the workforce
shifted away from agriculture and into industry.

Following World War II, agricultural produc-
tion was subject to further modernization, which
resulted in fewer farmers on fewer farms of greater
size. Nevertheless, the family farms of West Ger-
many were on the average relatively small, the
great majority having less than 100 acres (40
hectares). In East Germany, the postwar reform of
agriculture was planned and executed by the state
and the ruling socialist party. The most important
aspects of this reform were the redistribution of
land in 1945, the formation of agricultural collec-
tives between 1952 and 1960, and the regional co-
operation among different local collectives in the
late 1960s and 1970s. This led to the creation of
large, industrialized, cooperative farms. At the end
of the Cold War (1989), however, over 10 percent of
the East German population was involved in agri-
cultural production, while West German farmers
and farm workers made up only 5 percent of the
population. After the reunification of Germany in
1990, agriculture in eastern territories was priva-
tized.

The Federal Republic of Germany has liberal
property laws which guarantee the right to private
property. This right is, however, subject to a number
of restrictions, especially with regard to state pre-
rogatives concerning public utilities, public con-
struction projects, mining rights, cultural preserva-
tion, antitrust issues, public safety, and issues of
national security, to name only a few. Following the
German reunification, there were a number of prop-
erty issues to be resolved, since the GDR had expro-

priated private property and had not taken appropri-
ate action with regard to private property
expropriated during the Third Reich. The farmland
taken from landowners between 1945 and 1949 was
explicitly excluded from the reunification treaty;
otherwise, it was required that expropriated prop-
erty be restored to private owners. The ruling princi-
ple in this process was ‘‘restitution over compensa-
tion.’’ The restitution of real estate was complicated
by multiple claims on single objects. In agriculture,
ownership issues were usually clear, since the land
exploited by the cooperatives had remained in pri-
vate hands. Since, however, the cooperatives had
worked the land for over thirty years, building roads
and buildings irrespective of property boundaries,
private owners faced many practical difficulties in
gaining access to their land.

Commercial Activities. In Germany, there is a
strong tradition of handwerk, or manual trades. In
the manual trades, training, qualification, and li-
censing are regulated by special ordinances. Train-
ing and qualification occur through vocational
schools and internships. These are an integral part
of the modern educational system, though some of
the vocabulary is reminiscent of guilds, which were
abolished in the nineteenth century. For example,
the owner or manager of a business enterprise in the
manual trades is required to have his or her Mei-
sterbrief (master craftsman’s certificate). In the mid-
1990s, the eleven most important manual trades, in
terms of both the number of firms and the total
number of employees, were those of barbers and
hairdressers, electricians, automobile mechanics,
carpenters, housepainters, masons, metalworkers,
plumbers, bakers, butchers, and building- and
window-cleaners.

Major Industries. Among the industrial countries
of Europe, Germany was a late comer, retaining a
largely agricultural orientation until the later nine-
teenth century. Following German unification in
1871, rapid industrial development exploited exten-
sive coal resources in the Ruhr Valley, in the
Saarland, in areas surrounding Leipzig, and in
Lusatia. Building upon a strong tradition of manual
trades, Germany became a leader in steel production
and metalworking. Coal reserves also provided the
basis for an emerging carbo-chemical industry.
When, in the decades following World War II,
heavy industry migrated to sites in Asia and Latin
America, Germany experienced a dramatic decrease
in the number of industrial jobs; this was accompa-
nied by the growth of the service sector (including
retail, credit, insurance, the professions, and tour-
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ism). At the beginning of the 1970s, over half of the
workforce was employed in industry; by 1998,
however, this number had dwindled to less than one
third. In the early twenty-first century, the most
important industries in Germany are automobile
manufacturing and the production of automobile
parts, the machine industry, the metal products in-
dustry, the production of electrical appliances, the
chemical industry, the plastics industry, and food
processing.

Trade. After the United States, Germany has the
second largest export economy in the world. In
1998, export accounted for 25 percent of the gross
domestic product and import for nearly 22 percent.
Export goods include products from the major in-
dustries cited above. Other than coal, Germany
lacks fossil fuels, especially oil and natural gas.
These products must be imported. Germany’s most
important trading partners are France, the United
States, the United Kingdom, and other European
lands. It also trades actively with East Asian coun-
tries and has become increasingly involved in east-
ern Europe.

Division of Labor. The work force in Germany
includes laborers, entrepreneurs, employees and
clerical workers, managers and administrators, and
members of the various professions. Access to par-
ticular occupations is determined by a number of
factors, including family background, individual
ability, and education or training. Laborers in Ger-
many are usually highly skilled, having completed
vocational training programs. Beginning in the
1960s, the ranks of the laboring class were aug-
mented by migrant workers from Turkey and other
countries bordering on the Mediterranean. Both la-
borers and employees are represented by well orga-
nized and aggressive unions, which, in the postwar
era, have often cooperated with entrepreneurial or-
ganizations and the state in long range economic
planning. Since the 1970s, rising labor costs and the
globalization of industrial production have led to
high rates of unemployment, especially in areas
where heavy industry was dominant, as in Lower
Saxony and North Rhine-Westphalia. The problem
of unemployment in the Federal Republic of Ger-
many was exacerbated by the entry of the five new
federal states of the former GDR in 1990. Once the
Iron Curtain fell, East Germany lost its protected
markets in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. As a
result, its industry collapsed and hundreds of thou-
sands lost their jobs. In 1998, unemployment rates
were over 10 percent in former West Germany and
20 percent in former East Germany. The figures for

the latter, however, did not take into account those
who were involved in make-work and reeducation
programs. Since many were pessimistic about the
possibility of creating new jobs in eastern Germany,
the flow of migrants to western Germany contin-
ued to the early twenty-first century.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. By the early twentieth cen-
tury, German society was divided into more or less
clear-cut classes. Industrial workers included both
the skilled and the unskilled. The former came from
the manual trades but became factory laborers
when it had proved impossible or undesirable to
remain independent. The middle classes included
small businessmen and independent members of the
trades, white-collar employees, professionals, and
civil servants. Finally, the upper or upper middle
classes consisted of industrialists, financiers, high
government officials, and large landowners, among
others. Members of these classes were usually asso-
ciated with corresponding political organizations
and milieus, for example, the workers with unions
and socialist or communist organizations, and the
middle classes with a range of bourgeois parties,
occupational organizations, and patriotic societies.
In the German Empire and the Weimar Republic,
however, many Catholics of all classes were orga-
nized in the Zentrum, or Center Party.

The National Socialist (Nazi) Party found sup-
porters among all social classes, especially the mid-
dle classes. The Third Reich was, in many ways, an
upwardly mobile society, which created new jobs,
provided subsidies, and opened career opportunities
for party members. The success of many party
supporters was gained at the expense of members of
the workers’ movement and the Jews and other mi-
norities.

In the prosperous West German society of the
postwar era, class boundaries seemed to open up
and admit more members into a new, more inclu-
sive middle class. Correspondingly, the political dis-
tinction between the bourgeois and the socialist par-
ties lessened. In East Germany, the Socialist Unity
Party wanted to eliminate the bourgeoisie, which
had compromised itself through its support of Na-
tional Socialism. This was to be achieved by nation-
alizing larger private enterprises, forcing indepen-
dent farmers to enter agricultural cooperatives, and
favoring the children of workers in education and
hiring programs. The GDR described itself as a
‘‘workers’ and peasants’ state,’’ but some social sci-
entists have described it as a leveled middle-class
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People collecting pieces of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Built in 1961, the wall was a visible reminder of Germany’s defeat in World
War II and subsequent division into first four, then two distinct and independent zones.

society, made up of skilled workers, employees, and
specialists, who held state-subsidized positions.
Since the entry of the five new federal states into the
Federal Republic, class relations have been reshuffled
in eastern Germany once again, sending many
westward in search of work and bringing many
eastward to occupy leading positions in govern-
ment and corporations. Large groups of retired and
unemployed persons live side by side with entrepre-
neurs, managers, employees, civil servants, and
others working in the service sector.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Social class in
Germany is not only a matter of training, employ-
ment, and income but also a style of life, self-
understanding, and self-display. The so-called
bildungsbürgertum, or educated bourgeoisie of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to cite one
example, was characterized first and foremost by a
particular constellation of artistic and literary taste,
habits, and cultural and ethical values. Modern so-
ciologists have tended to focus on the full range of
social milieus that make up German society and on
the various kinds of consumer behavior that char-
acterize each milieu. Thus, variations in interior de-
sign in private residences, eating habits, taste in
music and in other entertainment forms, reading

materials, personal hygiene and clothing, sexual
behavior, and leisure activities can all be viewed as
indexes of association with one of a finite set of
social milieus. A single example must suffice.
Highly educated persons in business, government,
or the professions are likely to read the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung (a major newspaper, published in
Frankfurt), if they are relatively conservative, or the
Süddeutsche Zeitung or the Frankfurter Rundschau
(newspapers published in Munich and Frankfurt,
respectively), if they are somewhat left of center.
Members of both groups will probably also read the
politically moderate and rather sophisticated
weekly newspaper, Die Zeit (Hamburg). Conserva-
tives who are more interested in politics and busi-
ness than in arts and literature may read Die Welt
(another Hamburg newspaper), while readers who
identify more closely with an alternative leftist mi-
lieu are more likely to reach for die tageszeitung, or
taz (a newspaper published in Berlin). In contrast,
those with a vocational education, who are small
business owners, employees, or workers may read
the very popular Bild (Hamburg), a daily tabloid
newspaper. Finally, those who still feel loyal to the
defunct GDR or who hope that socialism will come
again often read Neues Deutschland (Berlin), which
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was the official organ of the Socialist Unity Party,
that is the East German communist party.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Germany is a parliamentary democ-
racy, where public authority is divided among fed-
eral, state, and local levels of government. In federal
elections held every four years, all citizens who are
eighteen years of age or older are entitled to cast
votes for candidates and parties, which form the
Bundestag, or parliament, on the basis of vote distri-
bution. The majority party or coalition then elects
the head of the government—the Kanzler (chancel-
lor)—who appoints the heads of the various gov-
ernment departments. Similarly, states and local
communities elect parliaments or councils and exec-
utives to govern in their constitutionally guaran-
teed spheres. Each state government appoints three
to five representatives to serve on the Bundesrat, or
federal council, an upper house that must approve
all legislation affecting the states.

Leadership and Political Officials. Germany’s
most important political parties are the Christian
Democratic Union and its Bavarian sister party, the
Christian Social Union; the Social Democratic Party;
the Free Democratic or Liberal Party; The Greens;
and the Party of Democratic Socialism, the succes-
sor to the East German Socialist Unity Party. In
1993, the Greens merged with a party that origi-
nated in the East German citizens’ movement, called
Alliance 90. Since the late 1980s, various right-
wing parties have occasionally received enough
votes (at least 5 percent of the total) to gain seats in
some of the regional parliaments. The growth of
right wing parties is a result of political agitation,
economic difficulties, and public concern over the
increasing rate of immigration. The first free all-
German national election since 1932 was held on 2
December 1990 and resulted in the confirmation of
the ruling Christian Democratic/Free Democratic
coalition, headed by Helmut Kohl, who was first
elected in 1982. The Christian Democrats won again
in 1994, but in the election of 1998, they were
ousted by the Social Democrats, who formed a co-
alition government with Alliance 90 (the Greens).
Like his then counterparts in the United States and
Great Britain, Gerhard Schröder, the chancellor
elected in 1998, described himself as the champion
of the new political ‘‘middle.’’

Social Problems and Control. In the Federal Re-
public of Germany, police forces are authorized by
the Departments of Interior of the sixteen federal

states. Their activities are supplemented by the Bun-
desgrenzschutz (Federal Border Police) and the
Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz (Federal Office for
the Protection of the Constitution). In the early
twenty-first century, organized crime and violence
by right-wing groups constituted the most serious
domestic dangers.

Military Activity. The German armed forces are
under the control of the civilian government and are
integrated into the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO). German men who are eighteen years
of age are required to serve for ten to twelve months
in the armed forces—or an equivalent length of
time in volunteer civilian service. In 2000, Germans
began a public debate about the restructuring of the
armed forces.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Germany’s social welfare programs are among the
oldest of any modern state. In 1881, the newly
founded German Reich passed legislation for health
insurance, accident insurance, and for invalid and
retirement benefits. The obligation of the state to
provide for the social welfare of its citizens was
reinforced in the Basic Law of 1949. In the Federal
Republic of Germany, the state supplements
monthly payments made by citizens to health in-
surance, nursing care insurance, social security,
and unemployment insurance. Beginning in the late
twentieth century, questions were raised about the
long-term viability of existing social welfare pro-
grams.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

German society is structured by many different
Verbände, or associations, which are often organized
at federal, regional, and local levels. There are asso-
ciations for business and industry, for workers and
employees (unions), for social welfare, for environ-
mental protection, and for a number of other causes
or special interests. Through such associations,
members seek to influence policy making or to act
directly in order to bring about desired changes in
society. Associations that contribute to public wel-
fare typically operate according to the principle of
subsidiarity. This means that the state recognizes
their contribution and augments their budgets with
subsidies.

In local communities in Germany, public life is
often shaped to a large degree by Vereine, or volun-
tary associations, in which citizens pursue common
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People fill a street in Lindau. Since the late 1970s, many
inner-city areas have become pedestrian zones.

interests or seek to achieve public goals on the basis
of private initiative. Such organizations often pro-
vide the immediate context for group formation,
sociability, and the local politics of reputation.

Beginning in the late twentieth century, Ger-
man society was strongly affected by the so-called
new social movements, which were typically con-
cerned with such issues as social justice, the envi-
ronment, and peaceful coexistence among neigh-
boring states. In the last years of the GDR, several
civil rights groups emerged throughout the country
and helped usher in the Wende (literally, turning or
transition) in 1989 and 1990.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. With the transition
from agricultural to industrial society in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century, women,
who had been largely restricted to the domestic
sphere, began to gain access to a wider range of
economic roles. More than a century after this
process began, women are represented all walks of
life. Nevertheless, they are still more likely to be
responsible for childcare and household manage-
ment; and they are disproportionately represented
among teachers, nurses, office workers, retail

clerks, hair dressers, and building and window
cleaners.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany states
that men and women have equal rights under the
law. Nevertheless, women did not enjoy juridical
equality in marriage and the family until new fam-
ily legislation was passed in 1977. Previously, fam-
ily law, which had been influenced by the religious
orientation of the Christian Democratic and Chris-
tian Social parties, had stated that women could
seek outside employment only if this were consis-
tent with their household duties. East German law
had granted women equal rights in marriage, in the
family, and in the workplace at a much earlier date.
Needless to say, in both the Federal Republic and in
the former GDR, the ideal of equality of opportunity
for men and women was imperfectly realized. Even
under conditions of full employment in East Ger-
many, for example, women were under represented
in leading positions in government, industry, and
agricultural production.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. In Germany, the basic kinship group, as
defined by law, is the nuclear family, consisting of
opposite sex partners, usually married, and their
children; and, in fact, the majority of households
are made up of married couples with or without
children. Between 1950 and 1997, however, there
were fewer and fewer marriages both in total num-
bers and per capita. In 1950, there were a total of
750,000 marriages, or eleven marriages for every
thousand persons; in 1997, by contrast, there were
423,000 marriages, or five marriages for every
thousand persons. It is estimated that 35 percent of
all marriages ended in divorce in the late twentieth
century. In light of these facts, there has been much
media speculation on the ‘‘crisis of the family,’’ as
has been the case in other industrial societies of
western Europe and North America as well. Despite
the increase in the number of unmarried couples,
with or without children, such couples make up
only 5 percent of all households. Nevertheless, the
rising number of children who are born to unmar-
ried mothers (currently 18 percent, lower than the
European Union average), the rising divorce rate,
and the growth of alternative forms of partnership
have, since 1979, led to a broadening of the concept
of family and a liberalization of family law and
family policy.

Much more dramatic is the reduction of the
birthrate. The annual number of deaths has been
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greater than the annual number of births since
1972. On the eve of reunification in 1990, there was
an annual birthrate of 1,400 children per 1,000
women in West Germany and 1,500 children per
1,000 women in East Germany. In the new federal
states of former East Germany, the birthrate had
sunken to 1,039 children per 1,000 women by
1997. In both parts of Germany, the reduction of
the birthrate is matched by a progressive reduction
in the average size of households. In 1998, less than
5 percent of private households had five or more
members. Since 1986, the Federal Republic of Ger-
many has provided for the payment of Kindergeld
(child-raising benefits) to families or single parents
with children. As of January 1999, these payments
were 250 marks (or approximately half that
amount in dollars) per month for the first and sec-
ond child up until his or her eighteenth birthday—
and, in some cases, until the twenty-seventh birth-
day.

In the new federal states of former East Ger-
many, there are fewer marriages and fewer chil-
dren; but a disproportionately high number of chil-
dren are born to unmarried couples. These
differences between former East Germany and for-
mer West Germany may be attributed, in part, to
the economic difficulties in the new federal states.
Some of the differences, however, may be under-
stood as lingering effects of the divergence of family
law and social policy during the separation of the
East and the West. In the GDR, the official policy of
full employment for men and women was realized
by providing women with benefits and services
such as pregnancy leave, nursing leave, day-care
centers, and kindergartens. In general, the family
law of the GDR served to strengthen the position of
women vis-á-vis men in their relationships to their
children. With the cutback or elimination of such
policies following the entry of the new federal states
into the Federal Republic of Germany, there was
both a greater hesitancy to have children and a
greater tendency to view having children separately
from marital status.

Kin Groups. A society the size of Germany lends
itself to the statistical analysis of family relations. It
is unfortunate, however, that official statistics di-
rect attention so single-mindedly to the nuclear
family or variations thereof (unmarried couples,
single parents) and cause observers to overlook
family ties with grandparents, grown siblings,
cousins, and other consanguineal or affinal rela-
tives. Nevertheless, it is clear that ties with more
distant relatives are a vital part of kinship in Ger-
many at the onset of the twenty-first century, as is

especially evident on holidays, at key points in the
lifecycle of individuals, and in large family projects
such as moving.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. In Germany, in-
fant care and child rearing correspond to typical
western European and North American patterns.
Childhood is viewed as a developmental stage in
which the individual requires attention, instruction,
affection, and a special range of consumer products.
Child rearing is typically in the hands of the mother
and father or the single parent, but here, especially,
the importance of the extended family is evident.
Variations in child rearing behavior by social class
and social milieu are, however, less well studied
than other aspects of adult behavior. In light of the
critique of the ‘‘authoritarian personality’’ by the
German sociologist Theodor Adorno and others,
some middle-class parents have tried to practice an
anti-authoritarian form of child rearing. Adorno
and his colleagues thought that certain child rearing
practices, especially strict and arbitrary discipline,
encourage stereotypic thinking, submission to au-
thority, and aggression against outsiders or devi-
ants. In the past, they argued, the prevalence of
such practices in Germany contributed to the suc-
cess of National Socialism.

In most federal states, the school system divides
pupils between vocational and university prepara-
tory tracks. The vocational track includes nine
years of school and further part-time vocational
training, together with a paid or unpaid apprentice-
ship. The university preparatory track requires at-
tendance of the humanistic Gymnasium, beginning
in the fifth year of school, and successful comple-
tion of the Abitur, a university entrance examina-
tion.

Higher Education. Germany has many universi-
ties and technical colleges, almost all of which are
self-administered institutions under the authority
of the corresponding departments of the individual
federal states. University study is still structured
according to the humanistic ideals of the nineteenth
century, which entrusts students with a great deal
of independence. The assignment of grades, for ex-
ample, is largely independent of class attendance.
Grades are given for oral and written examinations,
which are administered at the departmental level
after the completion of the semester. Students of
law and medicine begin with their chosen subject in
the first year at the university and pursue relatively
specialized courses of study. Admittance to popular
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A cowherd leads cows down a rural road at Reit im Winkl, Germany. The cows wear flowered headdresses for an annual
celebration.

major subjects is governed by the so-called Numerus
clausus, which restricts the number of students,
usually according to scores on college entrance ex-
aminations. German students pay no admission
fees and are supported with monthly allowances or
loans from the state.

ETIQUETTE

It has often been noted that German society retains
a small town ethos, which arose in the early mod-
ern period under conditions of political and eco-
nomic particularism. Indeed, many Germans adhere
to standards of bürgerlichkeit, or civic morality,
which lend a certain neatness and formality to be-
havior in everyday life. When entering a store, for
example, one is not likely to be noticed, unless one
announces oneself forcefully by saying, ‘‘guten
Tag’’ (literally, ‘‘good day’’) or ‘‘hello.’’ In former
East Germany, it is still common for friends and
acquaintances to shake hands when they see each
other for the first time each day. West Germans
consider it more modern and perhaps more Ameri-
can not to do so. In pronouns of direct address, one
uses either the formal sie or the informal du. Col-
leagues in the workplace typically address each

other as Sie or use a title and the family name, such
as, Herr or Frau Doktor Schmidt.

Life in public does not seem to be the highest
good for all Germans, as urban centers often appear
to be abandoned on Saturday afternoons and Sun-
days. This is linked to the issue of the operating
hours of shops, which has been debated in Germany
since the mid-1970s. For different reasons, both the
unions and the churches opposed extended operat-
ing hours, as do many citizens, who are critical of
‘‘consumer societies’’ or who prefer, on the week-
ends, to remain with their families or in their pri-
vate gardens.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Germany was the homeland of
the Protestant Reformation, but, in the politically
fragmented Holy Roman Empire of the sixteenth
century, many territories remained faithful to Ro-
man Catholicism or reverted back to it, depending of
the policy of the ruling house. Today, 34 percent of
the population belongs to the Evangelical (Protes-
tant) Church and a further 34 percent belongs to the
Catholic Church. Many Germans have no religious
affiliation. This is especially true of former East Ger-
many, where, in 1989, the Evangelical Church had
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4 million members (out of a total population of
16.5 million) and the Catholic Church had only
921,000 members. Since 1990, the Evangelical
Church has lost even more members in the new
federal states.

The Evangelical Church is a unified Protestant
church, which combines Lutherans, Reformed Prot-
estants, and United Protestants. Reformed Protes-
tants adhere to a form of Calvinism, while United
Protestants combine aspects of Lutheranism and
Calvinism. Other Protestant denominations make
up only a small fraction of the population. Most
German Catholics live in the Rhineland or in south-
ern Germany, whereas Protestants dominate in
northern and central parts of the country.

In 1933, there were over 500,000 people of
Jewish faith or Jewish heritage living within the
boundaries of the German Reich. Between 1933 and
1945, German Jews, together with members of the
far more numerous Jewish populations of eastern
Europe, fell victim to the anti-Semitic and genocidal
policies of the National Socialists. In 1997, there are
an estimated sixty-seven thousand people of Jewish
faith or heritage living in Germany. The largest
Jewish congregations are in Frankfurt am Main and
Berlin.

In the postwar era, migratory workers or im-
migrants from North Africa and western Asia es-
tablished Islamic communities upon arriving in
Germany. In 1987, there were an estimated 1.7
million Muslims living in West Germany.

Religious Practitioners. Religious practitioners in
Germany include especially the Protestant or Catho-
lic pfarrer (minister or priest). In local communities,
the minister or priest belongs to the publicly ac-
knowledged group of local notables, which also in-
cludes local governmental officials, school officials,
and business leaders. Roman Catholic priests are, of
course, local representatives of the international
church hierarchy, which is centered in Rome. Prot-
estant ministers represent Lutheran, Reformed, or
United churches, which are organized at the level of
the regional states. These state-level organizations
belong, in turn, to the Evangelical Church of Ger-
many.

Rituals and Holy Places. From the smallest vil-
lage to the largest city, the local church dominates
the central area of nearly every German settlement.
German churches are often impressive architectural
structures, which bear witness to centuries of
growth and renovation. In predominantly Catholic
areas, such as the Rhineland, Bavaria, and parts of
Baden-Württemberg, the areas surrounding the

towns and villages are typically strewn with
shrines and chapels. The processions to these
shrines, which were common until the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, have now been
largely discontinued.

Despite processes of secularization, which had
became intensive by the early nineteenth century,
churches retained their importance in public life.
Beginning in the 1840s, there was a popular move-
ment to complete the Cologne cathedral, which was
begun in the Middle Ages but which remained a
construction site for 400 years. With the support of
the residents of Cologne, the Catholic Church, and
the King of Prussia (who was a Protestant), work on
the cathedral was begun in 1842 and completed in
1880. The character of the ceremonies and festivals
that accompanied this process indicate that the Co-
logne Cathedral served not only as a church but also
as a national monument. Similarly, the national
assembly of 1848, in which elected representatives
met to draft a constitution for a united Germany,
took place in St. Paul’s Church in Frankfurt. (The
national and constitutional movement failed when
the Prussian king refused the imperial crown,
which was offered to him by the representatives of
the national assembly.) One of the centers of the
popular movement that led to the fall of the GDR in
1989–1990 was the Nikolaikirche (St. Nicolas
Church) in Leipzig.

Since the late nineteenth century, churches and
other historical buildings in Germany have become
the objects of Denkmalpflege (cultural preservation),
which may be understood as one aspect of a broader
culture of historical commemoration. Together
with museums, historical monuments constitute a
new set of special sites, which may be approached
only with a correspondingly respectful attitude.

Graveyards and war memorials occupy a kind
of middle ground between holy sites and historical
monuments. All settlements in Germany have
graveyards, which surviving family members visit
on special holidays or on private anniversaries. War
memorials from World War I are also ubiquitous.
Monuments to World War II often have a very
different character. For example, the concentration
camp Buchenwald, near Weimar, has, since the
early 1950s, served as a commemorative site, which
is dedicated to the victims of the National Socialist
regime.

Death and the Afterlife. Nearly 70 percent of Ger-
mans are members of a Christian church, and many
of these share common Christian beliefs in himmel
(heaven) and hölle (hell) as destinations of the soul
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after death. Many other Germans describe them-
selves as agnostics or atheists, in which case they
view beliefs in an afterlife as either potentially mis-
leading or false. Funerary rites involve either a
church service or a civil ceremony, depending on the
beliefs of the deceased and his or her survivors.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Germans were among the leaders in the develop-
ment of both Western biomedicine and national
health insurance. Biomedical health care in Ger-
many is extensive and of high quality. In addition to
having advanced medical technology, Germans also
have a large number of medical doctors per capita.
In 1970, there was one medical doctor for every 615
people, while in 1997, there was one medical doctor
for every 290. Forty-one percent of doctors are in
private practice, while 48 percent are in hospitals,
and 12 percent are in civil service or in similar
situations.

In medical research, there is an emphasis on the
so-called zivilisationskrankheiten (diseases of the
‘‘civilized’’ lands), that is, heart disease and cancer.
In 1997, heart disease caused 47 percent of all
deaths in former West Germany and 52 percent of
deaths in former East Germany. In the same year,
cancer was responsible for 25 percent of all deaths in
former West Germany and 23 percent of deaths in
former East Germany.

Alongside biomedicine, there is a strong Ger-
man tradition of naturopathic medicine, including
especially water cures at spas of various kinds. Wa-
ter cures have been opposed by some members of
the German biomedical establishment but are still
subsidized to some extent by statutory health in-
surance agencies.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

German holidays are those of the Roman calendar
and the Christian liturgical year. Especially popular
are Sylvester (New Year’s), Karneval or Fastnacht
(Mardi Gras), Ostern (Easter), Himmelfahrt (Ascen-
sion Day), Pfingsten (Pentecost), Advent, and
Weihnachten (Christmas). The new national holiday
is 3 October, the Tag der deutschen Einheit (Day of
German Unity).

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The arts in Germany are
financed, in large measure, through subsidies from
state and local government. Public theaters, for ex-

The Holstentor and Holsten gate, built between 1469 and
1478, in Lübeck, Germany.

ample, gained 26 percent of their revenues from
ticket sales in 1969–1970 but only 13.6 percent in
1996–1997. Public subsidies have been threatened
in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centu-
ries by budget cuts, which have been accompanied
by calls for more sponsorship by private industry.
In the new federal states of former East Germany,
the once very dense network of theaters and concert
halls has been reduced dramatically. In Saxony, for
example, the Kulturraumgesetz of 1994 (legislation
for the creation of arts regions) requires neigh-
boring communities to pool their resources, as, for
example, when one community closes its concert
hall but retains its theater, while another does just
the opposite. Concert- or theatergoers are then re-
quired to travel about within the region, in order to
take advantage of the full arts program. Still, many
major and some minor German cities have excellent
theater ensembles, ballets, and opera houses. Berlin
and Munich are especially important centers for the
performing arts.

Literature. Germany was a Kulturnation, that is, a
nation sharing a common language and literature,
before it became a nation-state. As is well known,
the printing press was invented by Johannes Guten-
berg (c. 1400–1468) in Mainz about a half a cen-
tury before the onset of the Protestant Reformation.
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The Luther Bible, written in the vernacular German
of Upper Saxony, spread throughout the German-
speaking world and helped to create a national read-
ing public. This reading public emerged among the
educated bourgeoisie in the Age of Enlightenment
(eighteenth century). Important aspects of this pub-
lic sphere were newspapers, literary journals, read-
ing societies, and salons. The classical phase in the
history of German literature, however, came during
the transition from the Enlightenment to Romanti-
cism, the two most important figures being Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) and Friedrich
von Schiller (1759–1809). The nineteenth century
saw a dramatic expansion of the publishing indus-
try and the literary market and the blossoming of
all modern literary genres. Following World War II,
there was a split between the literary spheres of East
and West Germany. German reunification began
with an acrimonious debate over the value of East
German literature.

Graphic Arts. German artists have contributed to
every era in the history of the graphic arts, espe-
cially the Renaissance (Albrecht Dürer), Romanti-
cism (Caspar David Friedrich), and Expressionism
(the Brücke and the Blaue Reiter).

Performance Arts. Germans are especially well-
known for their contributions in the area of classi-
cal music, and the heritage of great German or
Austrian composers such as Johann Sebastian Bach,
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Ludwig von Beetho-
ven, Johannes Brahms, Richard Wagner, and
Gustav Mahler is still cultivated in concert halls
throughout the country. Germans developed an in-
novative film industry in the Weimar Republic, but
its greatest talents emigrated to the United States in
the 1930s. In East Germany, Babelsberg was the
home of DEFA (Deutsche Film-Aktiengesellschaft), an
accomplished film company. With the help of ex-
tensive public subsidies, a distinctive West German
cinema emerged in the 1970s. Since then, however,
attempts to reinvigorate the German film industry
have proven difficult, in light of the popularity of
products from Hollywood.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

In the course of the nineteenth century, German
scientists and scholars cultivated distinct national
traditions in the physical sciences, the humanities,
and the social sciences, which served, in turn, as
important models for other countries. Since the end
of the World War II, however, science and scholar-

ship in Germany have become internationalized to
such a degree that it is problematic to speak of
deutsche Wissenschaft (German Science), as was once
common. The most important centers for science
and scholarship in Germany today are the universi-
ties, independent research institutes, such as those
sponsored by the Max Planck Society, and private
industry.
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CULTURE NAME

Ghanaian

ALTERNATIVE NAME

Formally known as the Republic of Ghana

ORIENTATION

Identification. Ghana, formerly the British colony
of the Gold Coast, assumes a special prominence as
the first African country to acquire independence
from European rule. Ghanaian politicians marked
this important transition by replacing the terri-
tory’s colonial label with the name of a great indige-
nous civilization of the past. While somewhat
mythical, these evocations of noble origins, in com-
bination with a rich cultural heritage and a militant
nationalist movement, have provided this ethnically
diverse country with unifying symbols and a sense
of common identity and destiny. Over forty years
of political and economic setbacks since indepen-
dence have tempered national pride and optimism.
Yet, the Ghanaian people have maintained a society
free from serious internal conflict and continue to
develop their considerable natural, human, and cul-
tural resources.

Location and Geography. Ghana is located on the
west coast of Africa, approximately midway be-
tween Senegal and Cameroon. It is bordered by Côte
d’Ivoire (Ivory Coast), Burkina Faso, Togo, and the
Atlantic Ocean. The land surface of 92,100 square
miles (238,540 square kilometers) is dominated by
the ancient Precambrian shield, which is rich in
mineral resources, such as gold and diamonds. The
land rises gradually to the north and does not reach
an altitude of more than 3,000 feet (915 meters).
The Volta River and its basin forms the major drain-
age feature; it originates in the north along two
widely dispersed branches and flows into the sea in
the eastern part of the country near the Togolese

border. The Volta has been dammed at Akosombo,
in the south, as part of a major hydroelectric
project, to form the Lake Volta. Several smaller riv-
ers, including the Pra and the Tano, drain the re-
gions to the west. Highland areas occur as river
escarpments, the most extensive of which are the
Akwapim-Togo ranges in the east, the Kwahu es-
carpment in the Ashanti region, and the Gambaga
escarpment in the north.

Ghana’s subequatorial climate is warm and hu-
mid, with distinct alternations between rainy sum-
mer and dry winters. The duration and amount of
rainfall decreases toward the north, resulting in a
broad differentiation between two regions—
southern rain forest and northern savanna—which
form distinct environmental, economic, and cul-
tural zones. The southern forest is interrupted by a
low-rainfall coastal savanna that extends from
Accra eastward into Togo.

Demography. The population in 2000 was ap-
proximately 20 million and was growing at a rate
of 3 percent per year. Approximately two-thirds of
the people live in the rural regions and are involved
in agriculture. Settlement is concentrated within the
‘‘golden triangle,’’ defined by the major southern
cities of Accra (the capital), Kumasi, and Sekondi-
Takoradi. Additional concentrations occur in the
northernmost districts, especially in the northeast.
The population is almost exclusively African, as
Ghana has no history of intensive European settle-
ment. There is a small Lebanese community, whose
members settled in the country as traders. Immi-
gration from other African countries, notably
Burkina Faso, Togo, Liberia, and Nigeria, is signifi-
cant. Some of the better established immigrant
groups include many Ghanaian-born members,
who are nevertheless classified as ‘‘foreign’’ accord-
ing to Ghana’s citizenship laws.

Linguistic Affiliation. Ghana’s national language
is English, a heritage of its former colonial status. It
is the main language of government and instruc-
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tion. Ghanaians speak a distinctive West African
version of English as a standard form, involving
such usages as chop (eat) and dash (gift). English is
invariably a second language. Mother tongues in-
clude over sixty indigenous languages. Akan is the
most widely spoken and has acquired informal na-
tional language status. In addition to the large
number of native speakers, many members of other
groups learn Akan as a second language and use it
fluently for intergroup communication. Ga-
Adangme and Ewe are the next major languages.
Hausa, a Nigerian language, is spoken as a trade
language among peoples from the north. Many
Ghanaians are multilingual, speaking one or two
indigenous languages beside their native dialects
and English. Although Ghana is bounded by franco-
phone nations on all sides, few Ghanaians are profi-
cient in French.

Symbolism. As a relatively new nation, Ghana has
not developed an extensive tradition of collective
symbols. Its most distinctive emblems originated in
the nationalist movement. The most prominent is
the black star, which evokes black pride and power
and a commitment to pan-African unity, which
were central themes for mobilizing resistance
against British rule. It is featured on the flag and the
national coat of arms, and in the national anthem. It
is also the name of Ghana’s soccer team and is
proudly displayed in Black Star Square, a central
meeting point in the capital. Other important sym-
bols derive from Akan traditions that have become
incorporated into the national culture. These in-
clude the ceremonial sword, the linguist’s staff, the
chief’s stool, and the talking drum. Ghanaian na-
tional dress, kente cloth, is another source of com-
mon identity and pride. It is handwoven into in-
tricate patterns from brilliantly colored silk. Men
drape it around their bodies and women wear it as a
two-pieced outfit. The main exports—gold and co-
coa—also stand as identifying symbols.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Ghana is a colonial
creation, pieced together from numerous indige-
nous societies arbitrarily consolidated, and some-
times divided, according to European interests.
There is no written documentation of the region’s
past prior to European contact. By the time the
Portuguese first established themselves on the coast
in the fifteenth century, kingdoms had developed
among various Akan-speaking and neighboring
groups and were expanding their wealth, size, and
power. The Portuguese quickly opened a sea route

for the gold trade, and the emergence of the ‘‘Gold
Coast’’ quickly attracted competition from Holland,
England, France, and other European countries.
With the development of American plantation sys-
tems, slaves were added to the list of exports and the
volume of trade expanded. The Ashanti kingdom
emerged as the preeminent Akan political force and
established its rule over several neighboring groups
and into the northern savanna. Some indigenous
states on the margins of Ashanti expansion, such as
Akim and Akwapem, retained their independence.
Coastal peoples were able to resist conquest through
alliances with European powers.

In the nineteenth century, England assumed do-
minance on the coast and developed a protectorate
over the local African communities. England came
into conflict with Ashanti over coastal expansion
and the continuation of the slave trade. At the end of
the nineteenth century, it defeated Ashanti and es-
tablished the colony of the Gold Coast, including the
coastal regions, Ashanti, and the Northern Territo-
ries beyond. The boundaries of this consolidation,
which included many previously separate and inde-
pendent kingdoms and tribal communities, were
negotiated by the European powers to suit their
strategic and economic interests. After 1918, En-
gland further complicated this arrangement by an-
nexing the trans-Volta region from German
Togoland as a spoil of World War I.

The colony was administered under the system
of indirect rule, in which the British controlled af-
fairs at the national level but organized local control
through indigenous rulers under the supervision of
colonial district commissioners. Western invest-
ment, infrastructure, and institutional development
were concentrated in the urban complexes that
emerged within the coastal ports. Educational and
employment opportunities were created for Afri-
cans, mostly from coastal communities, but only
for the purpose of staffing the lower echelons of the
public and commercial sectors. The rural masses
were disadvantaged by the colonial regime and the
exactions of their chiefs but gained some degree of
wealth and local development through the growth
of a lucrative export trade in cocoa, especially in the
forest zone. The north received little attention.

Resistance to British rule and calls for indepen-
dence were initiated from the onset of colonial rule.
Indigenous rulers formed the initial core of opposi-
tion, but were soon co-opted. The educated West-
ernized coastal elite soon took up the cause, and the
independence movement remained under their con-
trol until the end of World War II. After the war,
nationalists formed the United Gold Coast Conven-
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tion and tried to broaden their base and take advan-
tage of mass unrest that was fed by demobilization,
unemployment, and poor commodity prices. They
brought in Kwame Nkrumah, a former student
activist, to lead this campaign. Nkrumah soon
broke ranks with his associates and formed a more
radical movement though the Convention People’s
Party. He gained mass support from all parts of the
colony and initiated strikes and public demonstra-
tions that landed him in jail but finally forced the
British to grant independence. The Gold Coast
achieved home rule in 1951. On 6 March 1957 it
became the self-governing country of Ghana, the
first sub-Saharan colony to gain independence. In
the succeeding decades, Ghana experienced a lot of
political instability, with a series of coups and an
alternation between civilian and military regimes.

National Identity. In spite of its disparate origins
and arbitrary boundaries, Ghana has developed a
modest degree of national coherence. British rule in
itself provided a number of unifying influences,
such as the use of English as a national language
and a core of political, economic, and service institu-
tions. Since independence, Ghanaian leaders have
strengthened national integration, especially
through the expansion of the educational system
and the reduction of regional inequalities. They
have also introduced new goals and values through
the rhetoric of the independence movement, opposi-
tion to ‘‘neo-colonialist’’ forces, and advocacy of
pan-Africanism. A second set of common traditions
stem from indigenous cultures, especially from the
diffusion of Akan institutions and symbols to
neighboring groups.

Ethnic Relations. Ghana contains great diversity
of ethnic groups. The Akan are the most numerous,
consisting of over 40 percent of the population.
They are followed by the Ewe, Ga, Adangme, Guan,
and Kyerepong in the south. The largest northern
groups are the Gonja, Dagomba, and Mamprussi,
but the region contains many small decentralized
communities, such as the Talensi, Konkomba, and
Lowiili. In addition, significant numbers of Mossi
from Burkina Faso have immigrated as agricultural
and municipal workers. Nigerian Hausa are widely
present as traders.

Intergroup relations are usually affable and
Ghana has avoided major ethnic hostilities and pres-
sure for regional secession. A small Ewe separatist
movement is present and some localized ethnic skir-
mishes have occurred among small communities in
the north, mostly over boundary issues. There is,
however, a major cultural divide between north and

south. The north is poorer and has received less
educational and infrastructural investment. Mi-
grants from the region, and from adjoining areas of
Burkina Faso, Togo, and Nigeria typically take on
menial employment or are involved in trading roles
in the south, where they occupy segregated residen-
tial wards called zongos. Various forms of discrimi-
nation are apparent.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Although Ghana is primarily a rural country, ur-
banization has a long tradition within indigenous
and modern society. In the south the traditional
settlement was a nucleated townsite that served as a
king’s or a chief’s administrative base and housed
the agricultural population, political elite, and occu-
pational specialists. In precolonial times, popula-
tions in these centers ranged from a few hundred to
several thousand in a major royal capital, such as
Kumasi, which is now Ghana’s second largest city.
Traditional political nodes also served economic
functions concentrated in open-air marketplaces,
which still constitute a central feature of traditional
and modern towns. Housing consists of a one-story
group of connected rooms arranged in a square
around a central courtyard, which serves as the
primary focus of domestic activity. The chief’s or
king’s palace is an enlarged version of the basic
household. Settlement in the north follows a very
different pattern of dispersed farmsteads.

The British administration introduced Western
urban infrastructures, mainly in the coastal ports,
such as Accra, Takoradi, and Cape Coast, a pattern
that postcolonial governments have followed. Thus
central districts are dominated by European-style
buildings, modified for tropical conditions. Neither
regime devoted much attention to urban planning
or beautification, and city parks or other public
spaces are rare. Accra contains two notable monu-
ments: Black Star Square and the Kwame Nkrumah
Mausoleum, symbols of Ghana’s commitment to
independence and African unity.

Much of the vibrancy of urban life is due to the
incorporation of indigenous institutions, especially
within the commercial sector. Commerce is domi-
nated by open-air markets, such as the huge
Markola market in Accra, where thousands of
traders offer local and imported goods for sale. Al-
though the very wealthy have adopted Western
housing styles, most urban Ghanaians live in tradi-
tional dwellings, in which renters from a variety of
backgrounds mingle in central courtyards in much
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A man builds a small granary from wood and straw for his village in Ghana. The country’s economy is primarily agricultural.

the same way that family members do in traditional
households. Accordingly, marketplaces and hous-
ing compounds provide the predominant settings
for public interaction.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The basic diet consists of a
starchy staple eaten with a soup or stew. Forest
crops, such as plantain, cassava, cocoyam (taro),
and tropical yams, predominate in the south. Corn
is significant, especially among the Ga, and rice is
also popular. The main dish is fufu, pounded plan-
tain or tubers in combination with cassava. Soup
ingredients include common vegetables and some
animal protein, usually fish, and invariably, hot
peppers. Palm nut and peanut soups are special fa-
vorites. The main cooking oil is locally produced red
palm oil. The northern staple is millet, which is
processed into a paste and eaten with a soup as well.
Indigenous diets are eaten at all social levels, even by
the Westernized elite. Bread is the only major Euro-
pean introduction and is often eaten at breakfast.
Restaurants are not common outside of urban busi-
ness districts, but most local ‘‘chop bars’’ offer a
range of indigenous dishes to workers and bache-
lors. People frequently snack on goods offered for
sale by street hawkers.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Most
households raise chickens and dwarf goats, which
are reserved for special occasions, such as chris-
tenings, weddings, traditional festivals, and Christ-
mas. Among the Akan, the main indigenous cele-
bration is odwira, a harvest rite, in which new yams
are presented to the chief and eaten in public and
domestic feasts. The Ga celebrate homowo, another
harvest festival, which is marked by eating kpekpele,
made from mashed corn and palm oil. Popular
drinks include palm wine, made from the fermented
sap of the oil palm, and home-brewed millet beer.
Bottled European-style beer is widely consumed.
Imported schnapps and whiskey have important
ceremonial uses as libations for royal and family
ancestors.

Basic Economy. Ghana’s position in the interna-
tional economy reflects a heavy dependence on pri-
mary product exports, especially cocoa, gold, and
timber. International trade accounts for one-third
of gross domestic product (GDP), and 70 percent of
export income is still derived from the three major
commodities. The domestic economy is primarily
agricultural with a substantial service and trading
sector. Industrial production comprises only 10
percent of national output, and consumers are
heavily dependent upon imported manufactures as
well as petroleum imports.
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Land Tenure and Property. Traditional land use
patterns were organized around a slash-and-burn
system in which crops were grown for two or three
years and then fallowed for much longer periods.
This system fostered communal land tenure sys-
tems, in which a large group, usually the lineage,
held the land in trust for its members and allocated
usufruct rights on demand. In the south, reserved
lands, known as stool lands, were held by the chief
for the wider community. The stool also held resid-
ual rights in lineage-owned land, for instance a
claim on any gold found. In the north, communal
rights were invested in a ritual figure, the tendana,
who assumed the ultimate responsibility for agri-
culture rituals and land allocation.

In modern times, land tenure has been widely
affected by cocoa farming and other commercial
uses, which involve a permanent use of the land and
a substantial expansion in demand for new plots.
Land sales and long-term leases have developed in
some areas, often on stool reserves. Purchased lands
are considered private rather than family or com-
munal property and activate a different inheritance
pattern, since they can be donated or willed without
reference to the standard inheritance rule.

Government regulation of land title has nor-
mally deferred to traditional arrangements. Cur-
rently, a formally constituted Lands Commission
manages government-owned lands and gold and
timber reserve leases and theoretically has the right
to approve all land transfers. Nevertheless, most
transactions are still handled informally according
to traditional practice.

Commercial Activities. While strongly export ori-
ented, Ghanaian farmers also produce local foods
for home consumption and for a marketing system
that has developed around the main urban centers.
Rural household activities also include some food
processing, including palm oil production. The
fishery is quite important. A modern trawler fleet
organizes the offshore catch and supplies both the
domestic and overseas markets. Small-scale indige-
nous canoe crews dominate the inshore harvest and
supply the local markets. Traditional crafts have
also had a long tradition of importance for items
such as pottery, handwoven cloth, carved stools,
raffia baskets, and gold jewelry. There are also
many tailors and cabinetmakers.

Major Industries. Manufactured goods are domi-
nated by foreign imports, but some local industries
have developed, including palm oil milling, alumi-
num smelting, beer and soft drink bottling, and
furniture manufacturing. The service sector is dom-

inated by the government on the high end and the
small-scale sector, sometimes referred to as the
‘‘informal sector,’’ on the low end. Education and
health care are the most important public services.
Transport is organized by small-scale owner-opera-
tors. Construction is handled by the public, private,
or small-scale sector depending upon the nature of
the project.

Trade. Cocoa is grown by relatively small-scale
indigenous farmers in the forest zone and is exclu-
sively a commercial crop. It is locally marketed
through private licensed traders and exported
through a public marketing board. Gold is produced
by international conglomerates with some Ghana-
ian partnership. Much of the income from this trade
is invested outside the country. Timber is also a
large-scale formal-sector enterprise, but there is a
trend toward developing a furniture export indus-
try among indigenous artisans. Other exports in-
clude fish, palm oil, rubber, manganese, aluminum,
and fruits and vegetables. Internal trade and mar-
keting is dominated by small-scale operations and
provides a major source of employment, especially
for women.

Division of Labor. Formal sector jobs, especially
within the public service, are strictly allocated on
the basis of educational attainment and paper quali-
fications. Nevertheless, some ethnic divisions are
noticeable. Northerners, especially Mossi, and
Togolese hold the more menial positions. Hausa are
associated with trade. Kwahu are also heavily en-
gaged in trade and also are the main shopkeepers.
Ga and Fante form the main fishing communities,
even along the lakes and rivers removed from their
coastal homelands. Age divisions are of some im-
portance in the rural economy. Extended family
heads can expect their junior brothers, sons, and
nephews to assume the major burdens of manual
labor.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Ghana’s stratification system
follows both precolonial and modern patterns. Most
traditional kingdoms were divided into three heredi-
tary classes: royals, commoners, and slaves. The
royals maintained exclusive rights to fill the central
offices of king and, for Akan groups, queen mother.
Incumbents acquired political and economic privi-
leges, based on state control over foreign trade. Un-
like European nobilities, however, special status
was given only to office-holders and not their ex-
tended families, and no special monopoly over land
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A busy street in Kumasi. Ghana’s urban centers are dominated by European-style buildings, a reminder of its British colonizers.

was present. Moreover, royals regularly married
commoners, a consequence of a rule of lineage out-
marriage. Freemen held a wide variety of rights,
including unhampered control over farm land and
control over subordinate political positions. Slavery
occurred mainly as domestic bondage, in which a
slave could command some rights, including the
ability to marry a nonslave and acquire property.
Slaves were also used by the state for menial work
such as porterage and mining.

Slavery is no longer significant. Traditional
royalties are still recognized but have been super-
seded by Westernized elites. Contemporary stratifi-
cation is based on education and, to a lesser degree,
wealth, both of which have led to significant social
mobility since independence. Marked wealth differ-
ences have also emerged, but have been moderated
by extended family support obligations and the
communal rights that most Ghanaians hold in land.
Northerners, however, form a noticeable un-
derclass, occupying low status jobs. Bukinabe and
Togolese are especially disadvantaged because, as
foreigners, they cannot acquire land.

Symbols of Social Stratification. In traditional
practice, kings and other hereditary officials marked
their status through the use of regalia, such as

umbrellas and staves, and the exclusive right to
wear expensive clothing, such as kente cloth, and to
consume and distribute special imported goods. In
modern times, expenditure on Western consumer
items has become the dominant status marker.
Clothing, both expensive Western and traditional
items, is an important symbol of education and
wealth. Luxury cars are also significant—a
Mercedes-Benz is the most dominant marker of
high rank. Status must also be demonstrated in
public display, especially in lavish funerals that ac-
claim both the deceased and their descendants.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Although Ghana’s national govern-
ment was originally founded on a British parlia-
mentary model, the current constitution follows an
American tricameral system. The country is a mul-
tiparty democracy organized under an elected presi-
dent, a legislature, and an independent judiciary. It
is divided into ten administrative regions, exclu-
sively staffed from the central government. Regions
are further subdivided into local districts, organized
under district assemblies. The majority of assembly
members are elected, but some seats are allocated to
traditional hereditary rulers. Chiefs also assume the
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major responsibility for traditional affairs, includ-
ing stool land transfers, and are significant actors in
local political rituals. They are also represented in
the National House of Chiefs, which formulates
general policies on traditional issues.

Leadership and Political Officials. Indigenous
leaders assume hereditary positions but still must
cultivate family and popular support, since several
candidates within a descent line normally compete
for leadership positions. Chiefs can also be deposed.
On the national level, Ghana has been under mili-
tary rule for a good part of its history, and army
leadership has been determined by both rank and
internal politics. Civilian leaders have drawn sup-
port from a variety of fronts. The first president,
Nkrumah, developed a dramatic charisma and gave
voice to many unrepresented groups in colonial
society. K. A. Busia, who followed him after a
military interregnum, represented the old guard
and also appealed to Ashanti nationalism. Hillal
Limann, the third president, identified himself as an
Nkrumahist, acquiring power mainly through the
application of his professional diplomatic skills.
Jerry Rawlings, who led Ghana for 19 years, ac-
quired power initially through the military and was
able to capitalize on his position to prevail in civil
elections in 1992 and 1996. He stepped down in
2000, and his party was defeated by the opposition,
led by John Kufuor.

Ghana has seven political parties. Rawlings Na-
tional Democratic Party is philosophically leftist
and advocates strong central government, na-
tionalism and pan-Africanism. However, during
the major portion of its rule it followed a cautious
economic approach and initiated a World Bank
structural adjustment, liberalization, and privatiza-
tion program. The current ruling party (as of 2001)
is the New Patriotic Party. It has assumed the man-
tle of the Busia regime and intends to pursue a more
conservative political and economic agenda than the
previous regime.

Secular politicians are dependent upon the
electorate and are easily approachable without elab-
orate ceremony. Administrators in the public ser-
vice, however, can be quite aloof. Traditional Akan
chiefs and kings are formally invested with quasi-
religious status. Their subjects must greet them by
prostrating themselves and may talk to them only
indirectly through the chief’s ‘‘linguist.’’

Social Problems and Control. The Ghanaian legal
system is a mixture of British law, applicable to
criminal cases, and indigenous custom for civil
cases. The formal system is organized under an in-

dependent judiciary headed by a supreme court. Its
independence, however, has sometimes been com-
promised by political interference, and, during
Rawling’s military rule, by the establishment of
separate public tribunals for special cases involving
political figures. These excesses have since been
moderated, although the tribunal system remains
in place under the control of the Chief Justice. Civil
cases that concern customary matters, such as land,
inheritance, and marriage, are usually heard by a
traditional chief. Both criminal and civil laws are
enforced by a national police force.

People are generally wary of the judicial sys-
tem, which can involve substantial costs and unpre-
dictable outcomes. They usually attempt to handle
infractions and resolve disputes informally through
personal appeal and mediation. Strong extended
family ties tend to exercise a restraint on deviant
behavior, and family meetings are often called to
settle problems before they become public. Marital
disputes are normally resolved by having the couple
meet with the wife’s uncle or father, who will take
on the role of a marriage counselor and reunite the
parties.

Partially because of the effective informal con-
trols, the level of violent crime is low. Theft is the
most common infraction. Smuggling is also ram-
pant, but is not often prosecuted since smugglers
regularly bribe police or customs agents.

Military Activity. Ghana’s military, composed of
about eight thousand members, includes an army
and a subordinate navy and air force. There is also
the People’s Militia, responsible for controlling civil
disturbances, and a presidential guard. Government
support for these services is maintained at approxi-
mately 1 percent of GDP. The army leadership has
demonstrated a consistent history of coups and
formed the national government for approximately
half of the time that the country has been indepen-
dent. Ghana has not been involved in any wars since
World War II and has not suffered any civil violence
except for a few localized ethnic and sectarian skir-
mishes. It has participated in peacekeeping opera-
tions, though the United Nations, the Organization
of African Unity, and the West African Commu-
nity. The most recent interventions have been in
Liberia and Sierra Leone.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Ghana is a low income country with a per capita
GDP of only $400 (U.S.) per year. It has many
economic and social problems especially in the areas
of employment, housing, health, and sanitation.
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Painted huts enclose a courtyard where a woman weaves mats from millet stalks. Such courtyards serve as the primary focus of
domestic activity.

The major thrust of development policy since 1985
has the World Bank–supported Economic Recovery
Program, a structural adjustment strategy to liber-
alize macroeconomic policy. The core initiatives
have been expansion and diversification of export
production, reduction of government expenditures,
especially in the public service, and privatization of
state industries. As part of this program, the gov-
ernment instituted a special project to address the
attendant social costs of these policies. It involved
attempts to increase employment through public
works and private-sector expansion, supported by
business loans to small-scale entrepreneurs and
laid-off public servants. Women were particularly
targeted as beneficiaries.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Ghana has an active Nongovernmental Organiza-
tion (NGO) sector, with over 900 registered organi-
zations that participate in welfare and development
projects in health, education, microfinancing,
women’s status, family planning, child care, and
numerous other areas. The longest standing groups
have been church-based organizations and the Red
Cross. Most are supported by foreign donors. Ur-

ban voluntary associations, such as ethnic and oc-
cupational unions, also offer important social and
economic assistance.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Gender division va-
ries across different ethnic groups. Among the
Akan, women assume the basic domestic and child-
care roles. Both genders assume responsibility for
basic agriculture production, although men under-
take the more laborious tasks and women the more
repetitive ones. Women will work on their hus-
bands’ farms but will also farm on their own. Tra-
ditional craft production is divided according to
gender. Men are weavers, carvers, and metal-
workers. Women make pottery and engage in food
processing. Petty trade, which is a pervasive eco-
nomic activity, is almost exclusively a woman’s oc-
cupation. Women independently control any
money that they receive from their own endeavors,
even though their husbands normally provide the
capital funding. Wives, however, assume the main
work and financial responsibility for feeding their
husbands and children and for other child-care ex-
penses.
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Akan women also assume important social, po-
litical, and ritual roles. Within the lineage and ex-
tended family, female elders assume authority, pre-
dominantly over other women. The oldest women
are considered to be the ablest advisers and the
repositories of family histories.

Among the Ga and Adangme, women are simi-
larly responsible for domestic chores. They do not do
any farmwork, however, and are heavily engaged in
petty trade. Ga women are especially prominent
traders as they control a major portion of the domes-
tic fish industry and the general wholesale trade for
Accra, a Ga homeland. Northern and Ewe women,
on the other hand, have fewer commercial opportu-
nities and assume heavier agricultural responsibili-
ties in addition to their housekeeping chores.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. In tradi-
tional society, women had considerable economic and
political powers which derived in part from their
ability to control their own income and property
without male oversight. Among the matrilineal Akan
they also regularly assumed high statuses within the
lineage and the kingdom, even though their authority
was often confined to women’s affairs. Colonialism
and modernization has changed women’s position in
complex ways. Women have retained and expanded
their trading opportunities and can sometimes ac-
quire great wealth through their businesses. Men
have received wider educational opportunities, how-
ever, and are better represented in government and
formal sector employment. A modest women’s
movement has developed to address gender differ-
ences and advance women’s causes.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Tradition dictates that family elders ar-
range the marriages of their dependents. People are
not allow to marry within their lineages, or for the
Akan, their wider clan groups. There is a preference,
however, for marriage between cross-cousins (chil-
dren of a brother and sister). The groom’s family is
expected to pay a bride-price. Polygyny is allowed
and attests to the wealth and power of men who can
support more than one wife. Chiefs mark their
status by marrying dozens of women. Having chil-
dren is the most important focus of marriage and a
husband will normally divorce an infertile wife. Di-
vorce is easily obtained and widespread, as is remar-
riage. Upon a husband’s death, his wife is expected
to marry his brother, who also assumes responsi-
bility for any children.

The spread of Western values and a cash econ-
omy have modified customary marriage patterns.

Christians are expected to have only one wife. Mo-
nogamy is further supported by the ability of men
to marry earlier than they could in traditional soci-
ety because of employment and income opportuni-
ties in the modern sector. Young men and women
have also been granted greater latitude to choose
whom they marry. Accordingly, the incidence of
both polygyny and cousin marriage is low. There is,
however, a preference for marriages within ethnic
groups, especially between people from the same
town of origin.

Domestic Unit. The basic household group is
formed on a complex set of traditional and contem-
porary forces. Akan custom allows for a variety of
forms. The standard seems to have been natalocal, a
system in which each spouse remained with his or
her family of origin after marriage. Children would
remain with their mothers and residential units
would consist of generations of brothers, sisters,
and sisters’ children. Wives, however, would be
linked to their husbands economically. Men were
supposed to provide support funds and women
were supposed to cook for their husbands. Alterna-
tive forms were also present including avunculocal
residence, in which a man would reside with his
mother’s brother upon adulthood, and patri-
locality, in which children would simply remain
with their fathers upon adulthood. In all of these
arrangements men would assume the basic role of
household head, but women had some power espe-
cially if they were elderly and had many younger
women under their authority.

The Akan domestic arrangements are based on
matrilineal principles. All other Ghanaian ethnic
groups are patrilineal and tend toward patrilocal
residence. The Ga, however, have developed an in-
teresting pattern of gender separation. Men within a
lineage would live in one structure, and their wives
and unmarried female relatives would live in a
nearby one. In the north, patrilocal forms were
complicated by a high incidence of polygynous
marriage. A man would assign a separate hut to
each of his wives, and, after their sons married, to
each of their wives. The man would act has house-
hold head but delegate much of the domestic man-
agement to his wives, especially senior wives with
several daughters-in-law.

Modern forces have influenced changes in do-
mestic forms. Western values, wage employment,
and geographical mobility have led to smaller and
more flexible households. Nuclear families are now
more numerous. Extended family units are still the
rule, but they tend to include relatives on an ad hoc
basis rather than according to a fixed residence rule.
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A Fanti chief. Elaborate regalia are a hallmark of traditional
kings and officials.

Sibling bonds are strong, and household heads will
often include younger brothers and sisters and
nieces and nephews from either side of the family
within their domestic units. They may also engage
resident domestic help, who are often relatives but
may come from other families. Important economic
bonds continue to unite extended kin who live in
separate physical dwellings but still share responsi-
bilities to assist one another and sometimes engage
in joint enterprises.

Inheritance. Most Ghanaian inheritance systems
share two features: a distinction between family
and individual property and a preference for siblings
over children as heirs. Among the matrilineal Akan,
family property is inherited without subdivision, in
the first instance by the oldest surviving brother.
When the whole generation of siblings dies out, the
estate then goes to the eldest sister’s eldest son.
Women can also inherit, but there is a preference for
men’s property to pass on to other men and
women’s to other women. Private property can be
passed on to wives and children of the deceased
through an oral or written will. In most cases, it
will be divided equally among wives, children, and
matrilineal family members. Private property
passed on to a child remains private. If it is inherited
within the matrilineage, it becomes family prop-
erty. Among patrilineal groups, sibling inheritance
applies as well, but the heir will be expected to
support the children of the deceased. If he assumes
responsibility for several adult nephews he will in-
variably share the estate with them.

Kin Groups. Localized, corporate lineage groups
are the basic units of settlement, resource owner-
ship, and social control. Among the Akan, towns
and villages are comprised of distinct wards in
which matrilineal descendants (abusua) of the same
ancestress reside. Members of this group jointly
own a block of farmland in which they hold heredi-
tary tenure rights. They usually also own the rights
to fill an office in the settlement’s wider administra-
tion. The royal lineage holds title to the chief’s and
queen mother’s position. Lineages have an internal
authority structure under the male lineage elder
(abusua panyin), who decides on joint affairs with
the assistance of other male and female elders. The
lineage is also a ritual unit, holding observances and
sacrifices for its important ancestors. Patrilineal
groups in Ghana attach similar economic, political,
and ritual importance to the lineage system.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Young children are treated with affec-
tion and indulgence. An infant is constantly with its
mother, who carries it on her back wrapped in a
shawl throughout the day. At night it sleeps with its
parents. Breast-feeding occurs on demand and may
continue until the age of two. Toilet training and
early discipline are relaxed. Babies receive a good deal
of stimulation, especially in social contexts. Siblings,
aunts, uncles, and other relatives take a keen interest
in the child and often assume caretaking responsibil-
ities, sometimes on an extended basis.
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Child Rearing and Education. Older children re-
ceive considerably less pampering and occupy the
bottom of an age hierarchy. Both boys and girls are
expected to be respectful and obedient and, more
essentially, to take significant responsibilities for
domestic chores, including tending their younger
siblings. They are also expected to defer to adults in
a variety of situations.

Coming of age is marked within many Ghana-
ian cultures by puberty ceremonies for girls that
must be completed before marriage or childbirth.
These are celebrated on an individual rather than a
group basis. Boys have no corresponding initiation
or puberty rites. Most children attend primary
school, but secondary school places are in short
supply. The secondary system is based mainly on
boarding schools in the British tradition and result-
ing fees are inhibitive. Most adolescents are engaged
in helping on the farm or in the family business in
preparation for adult responsibilities. Many enter
apprenticeships in small business operations in or-
der to learn a trade. The less fortunate take on
menial employment, such as portering, domestic
service, or roadside hawking.

Higher Education. Only a tiny percentage of the
population has the opportunity to enter a university
or similar institution. University students occupy a
high status and actively campaign, sometimes
through strikes, to maintain their privileges. Gradu-
ates can normally expect high-paying jobs, espe-
cially in the public sector. Attendance at overseas
institutions is considered particularly prestigious.

ETIQUETTE

Ghanaians place great emphasis on politeness, hos-
pitality, and formality. Upon meeting, acquaint-
ances must shake hands and ask about each other’s
health and families. Visitors to a house must greet
and shake hands with each family member. They are
then seated and greeted in turn by all present. Hosts
must normally provide their guests with something
to eat and drink, even if the visit does not occur at a
mealtime. If a person is returning from or undertak-
ing a long journey, a libation to the ancestors is
usually poured. If someone is eating, he or she must
invite an unexpected visitor to join him or her. Nor-
mally, an invitation to eat cannot be refused.

Friends of the same age and gender hold hands
while walking. Great respect is attached to age and
social status. A younger person addresses a senior
as father or mother and must show appropriate
deference. It is rude to offer or take an object or wave
with the left hand. It is also rude to stare or point at

people in public. Such English words as ‘‘fool(ish),’’
‘‘silly,’’ or ‘‘nonsense,’’ are highly offensive and are
used only in extreme anger.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Christianity, Islam, and tradi-
tional African religions claim a roughly equal num-
ber of adherents. Christians and Muslims, however,
often follow some forms of indigenous practice,
especially in areas that do not directly conflict with
orthodox belief. Moreover, some Christian sects in-
corporate African elements, such as drumming,
dancing, and possession.

Traditional supernatural belief differs according
to ethnic group. Akan religion acknowledges many
spiritual beings, including the supreme being, the
earth goddess, the higher gods (abosom), the ances-
tors, and a host of spirits and fetishes. The ancestors
are perhaps the most significant spiritual force.
Each lineage reveres its important deceased mem-
bers both individually and collectively. They are
believed to exist in the afterlife and benefit or punish
their descendants, who must pray and sacrifice to
them and lead virtuous lives. Ancestral beliefs are
also built into political rites, as the ancestors of the
royal lineage, especially deceased kings and chiefs,
serve as major foci for general public observance.

Religious Practitioners. The abosom are served
by priests and priestess (akomfo), who become pos-
sessed by the god’s spirit. In this state, they are able
to divine the causes of illnesses and misfortunes and
to recommend sacrifices and treatments to remedy
them. They have also played an important role in
Akan history. Okomfo Anokye was a priest who
brought down the golden stool, the embodiment of
the Ashanti nation, from heaven. Lesser priests and
priestesses serve the shrines of fetishes, minor
spirits, and focus on cures and magic charms. Fam-
ily elders also assume religious functions in their
capacity as organizers of ancestral rites. Chiefs form
the focus of rituals for the royal ancestors and as-
sume sacred importance in their own right as quasi-
divine beings.

Other ethnic groups also worship through the
intercession of priests and chiefs. Ga observances fo-
cus on the wulomei, the priests of the ocean, inlets,
and lagoons. Their prayers and sacrifices are essen-
tial for successful fishing and they serve as advisers
to Ga chiefs. In the modern context, the Nai
Wulomo, the chief priest, assumes national impor-
tance because of his responsibility for traditional
ritual in Accra, Ghana’s capital. In the north, the
tendana, priests of the earth shrines, have been the
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Children taking shelter from the midday heat. Located just north of the equator, Ghana has a warm, humid climate.

key figures of indigenous religion. They are respon-
sible for making sacrifices for offenses against the
earth, including murder, for rituals to maintain
land productivity, and for allocating unowned land.

Rituals and Holy Places. The most important rit-
uals revolve around the cycle of ancestral and royal
observances. The main form is the adae ceremony, in
which prayers are made to the ancestors through the
medium of carved stools that they owned in their
lifetimes. These objects are kept in a family stool
house and brought out every six weeks, when liba-
tions are poured and animals sacrificed. Royal stools
are afforded special attention. The adae sequence cul-
minates in the annual odwira festival, when the first
fruits of the harvest are given to the abosom and the
royal ancestors in large public ceremonies lasting
several days. Royal installations and funerals also
assume special ritual importance and are marked by
sacrifices, drumming, and dancing.

Death and the Afterlife. Death is one of the most
important events in society and is marked by most
ethnic groups and religions by elaborate and
lengthy funeral observances that involve the whole
community. People were traditionally buried be-
neath the floors of their houses, but this custom is
now practiced only by traditional rulers, and most
people are interred in cemeteries. After death, the

soul joins the ancestors in the afterworld to be
revered and fed by descendants within the family.
Eventually the soul will be reborn within the same
lineage to which it belonged in its past life. People
sometimes see a resemblance to a former member in
an infant and name it accordingly. They may even
apply the relevant kinship term, such as mother or
uncle, to the returnee.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Ghana has a modern medical system funded and
administered by the government with some partici-
pation by church groups, international agencies,
and NGOs. Facilities are scarce and are predomi-
nantly located in the cities and large towns. Some
dispensaries staffed by nurses or pharmacists have
been established in rural areas and have been effec-
tive in treating common diseases such as malaria.

Traditional medicine and medical practitioners
remain important because of the dearth of public
facilities and the tendency for Ghanaians to patron-
ize indigenous and modern systems simulta-
neously. Customary treatments for disease focus
equally on supernatural causes, the psycho-
sociological environment, and medicinal plants.
Abosom priests and priestesses deal with illness
through prayer, sacrifice, divination, and herbal
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cures. Keepers of fetish shrines focus more heavily
on magical charms and herbs, which are cultivated
in a garden adjoining the god’s inclosure. More sec-
ularly oriented herbalists focus primarily on medic-
inal plants that they grow, gather from the forest,
or purchase in the marketplace. Some members of
this profession specialize in a narrow range of con-
ditions, for example, bonesetters, who make casts
and medicines for broken limbs.

Some interconnections between the modern and
traditional systems have developed. Western trained
doctors generally adopt a preference for injections in
response to the local belief that medicines for the
most serious diseases must be introduced into the
blood. They have also been investigating the possi-
ble curative efficacy of indigenous herbs, and sev-
eral projects for developing new drugs from these
sources have been initiated.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Aside from the major Christian and Islamic holi-
days, Ghana celebrates New Year’s Day, Indepen-
dence Day (6 March), Worker’s Day (1 May), Re-
public Day (1 July), and Revolution Day (31
December). New Year’s Day follows the usually
western pattern of partying. Independence Day is
the main national holiday celebrating freedom from
colonial rule and is marked by parades and political
speeches. The remaining holidays are also highly
politicized and provide forums for speeches by the
major national leaders. Revolution Day is especially
important for the ruling party as it marks the anni-
versary of Rawlings’ coup.

THE ARTS AND THE HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The arts are primarily self
supporting, but there are some avenues of govern-
ment financing and sponsorship. The publically
funded University of Ghana, through the Institute
for African Studies, provides a training ground for
artists, especially in traditional music and dance,
and hosts an annual series of public performances.
The government also regularly hosts pan-African
arts festivals, such as PANAFEST, and sends Ghana-
ian artists and performers to similar celebrations in
other African countries.

Literature. While there is a small body of written
literature in indigenous languages, Ghanaians
maintain a rich oral tradition, both through
glorification of past chiefs and folktales enjoyed by
popular audiences. Kwaku Ananse, the spider, is an
especially well-known folk character, and his clever

and sometimes self-defeating exploits have been
sources of delight across generations. Literature in
English is well developed and at least three authors,
Ayi Kwei Armah, and Efua Sutherland, and Ama
Ata Aiddo, have reached international audiences.

Graphic Arts. Ghana is known for a rich tradition
of graphic arts. Wood carving is perhaps the most
important. The focus of the craft is on the production
of stools that are carved whole from large logs to
assume the form of abstract designs or animals.
These motifs generally represent proverbial sayings.
The stools are not merely mundane items, but be-
come the repositories of the souls of their owners
after death and objects of family veneration. Carving
is also applied to the production of staves of tradi-
tional office, drums, dolls, and game boards. Sculpt-
ing in metal is also important and bronze and iron
casting techniques are used to produce gold weights
and ceremonial swords. Ghanaians do not make or
use masks, but there are some funerary effigies in
clay. Pottery is otherwise devoted to producing sim-
ple domestic items. Textiles are well developed, espe-
cially handwoven kente, and stamped adinkra cloths.

Most of the traditional crafts involve artists
who work according to standardized motifs to pro-
duce practical or ceremonial items. Purely aesthetic
art is a modern development and there is only a
small community of sculptors and painters who
follow Western models of artistic production.

Performance Arts. Most performances occur in
the context of traditional religious and political
rites, which involve intricate drumming and danc-
ing. While these are organized by trained perform-
ers, a strong emphasis on audience participation
prevails. Modern developments have encouraged
the formation of professional troupes, who perform
on public occasions, at international festivals, and
in theaters and hotel lounges. The University of
Ghana houses the Ghana Dance Ensemble, a na-
tional institution with an international reputation.
More popular modern forms focus on high life
music, a samba-like dance style, which is played in
most urban nightclubs.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Ghana’s economy is not able to support a robust
research and development infrastructure. Scientific
developments are modest and focus on the most
critical practical concerns. The major research es-
tablishment is located in Ghana’s three universities
and in government departments and public corpo-
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rations. Research in the physical sciences is heavily
focused on agriculture, particularly cocoa. The
Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Tech-
nology in Kumasi concentrates on civil and indus-
trial engineering and medicine. The Ministry of
Health also has an active research agenda, which is
complemented by World Health Organization ac-
tivities. Social sciences focus on economic and devel-
opment issues. The Institute for Statistical, Social,
and Economic Research at the University of Ghana
has conducted numerous surveys on rural and ur-
ban production and income patterns and on house-
hold economies and child welfare. The government
statistical service carries out demographic and eco-
nomic research into such areas as income distribu-
tion and poverty. Demographic issues are also in-
vestigated through the Population Impact Project at
the University of Ghana. Education research and
development forms another major concern and is
the focus for activities at Ghana’s third higher edu-
cation facility, the University of Cape Coast.
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CULTURE NAME

Gibraltarian

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Yanito (self-name), Llanito, Gibraltareño

ORIENTATION

Identification. The name ‘‘Gibraltar’’ derives from
‘‘Tariks Mountain,’’ after Tariq-Ibn-Zayid, the
Muslim conqueror who invaded the Iberian penin-
sula in 711. Although Gibraltar is a multiethnic and
a multireligious society, its citizens identify them-
selves as having a common culture based on com-
mon history and territoriality, intermarriage, mu-
tual tolerance, and their status as British colonial
subjects.

Location and Geography. Gibraltar is a tiny terri-
tory of 4 square miles (6.5 square kilometers) at the
southern tip of the Iberian peninsula. The territory
consists mainly of rock.

Demography. Among the thirty thousand inhabi-
tants, about twenty-five thousand have the status
of British Gibraltarians, two thousand are other
British citizens (mainly military), and two thou-
sand are Moroccan workers. There are some Indian
and Pakistani workers and about one hundred Rus-
sian citizens.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official language is En-
glish. Locally, Yanito, an Andalusian-based creole
language with many English, Italian, Hebrew, and
Maltese words, is spoken. Minority languages in-
clude Sindhi and Arabic.

Symbolism. Gibraltarians share a strong sense of
unity that is expressed in several cultural symbols:
traditional housing arrangements, a common

school system, and the Yanito language. A fervent
interest in beauty contests is an expression of na-
tional identity. Since the early 1990s, much energy
has been invested in the creation of national sym-
bolism (the anthem and flag). National Day is cele-
brated on 10 September to commemorate the pro-
British referendum of 1967. The most powerful
symbol is the Rock itself, which possesses symbolic
meaning in British imperial iconography and is
linked to the fortress mentality of Gibraltarians.
Like the Rock, the apes of Gibraltar are symbols of
British permanence and solidity.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Gibraltar is a colony,
not a nation, yet there is a strong nationalist move-
ment that fights for political self-determination as a
part of the United Kingdom or a state within the
European Union.

National Identity. Nationalist aspirations are the
result of two circumstances: the fight for a non-
English-based British identity and opposition
toward neighboring Spain, whose territorial claim
opposes Gibraltarian self-determination. Na-
tional identity is not based on an ideology of purity
but on positively valuing hybridity and multi-
ethnicity.

Ethnic Relations. Gibraltarians include Catholic,
Protestant, Jewish, Hindu, and a few Muslim citi-
zens. They were linked to the population of the
Spanish hinterland through common customs and
intensive intermarriage until 1969, when Spain
closed the border for thirteen years. Today this kind
of common borderland society is almost nonexis-
tent. While the Sephardic Jews have always been an
integrated part of Gibraltar, they tend to segregate
themselves. By contrast, the Hindu community po-
litically and culturally has integrated more fully.
Moroccan workers are largely excluded from civil
society.
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URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Space has always been a problem. Housing is lim-
ited by military requirements. Until the military
cutback in the 1990s, only 20 percent of the terri-
tory was accessible to civilians. Gibraltar’s edifices
are influenced by British military architecture and
by Genoese housing style (also known as ‘‘patios’’).
Until the 1980s, most Gibraltarians lived densely
packed in patios. After the opening of the border in
1982, many wealthier citizens purchased houses in
the Spanish hinterland. In the 1990s, enough land
was reclaimed from the sea to build extensive hous-
ing estates.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Food is a British-Mediterranean
mixture with strong roots in Spanish, Italian, En-
glish, and Jewish cuisine. There are no general food
taboos within the different religious groups.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Calen-
tita, a chickpea pie of Genoese origin, is the national
dish.

Basic Economy. Until recently, the local economy
depended on the military economy and smuggling
(mainly of tobacco). In the 1980s and early 1990s,
the economy underwent a heavy transformation

and now is based on tourism, the harbor and ship-
ping facilities, and the financial offshore sector. The
principal exports are petroleum and manufactured
goods. The major trading partners are the United
Kingdom, Morocco, Portugal, the Netherlands,
Spain, the United States, and Germany. The na-
tional currency is the Gibraltar pound.

Land Tenure and Property. Land has been largely
in the hands of the British government (92 percent
of land and housing in the 1960s). Between 1985
and 1996, 296,663 acres (20.5 percent of the terri-
tory) were handed over to the local government.
Many Gibraltarians buy property in Spain.

Commercial Activities. Gibraltar is a duty-free
harbor. The major goods sold are tobacco, alcohol,
perfume, dairy products, and electronics.

Major Industries. Gibraltar is home to the light-
manufacturing of tobacco, roasted coffee, ice, min-
eral waters, candy, beer, and canned fish. Tourism,
banking and finance (mostly off-shore), and con-
struction form the larger areas of manufacture,
with Gibraltar’s main source of industry its support
of large UK naval and air bases.

Division of Labor. After the border was closed in
1969, blue-collar jobs were filled by Moroccan mi-
grant workers who replaced the Spanish workforce.
Today many Spaniards work on the Rock as shop
assistants or cleaning women. Gibraltarians work
mainly in the service sector (trade, financial sector,
tourism). About 50 percent of young Gibraltarians
obtain their education in British universities.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The upper strata consist of a
few families of Genoese origin. The upper middle
class consists of Catholic, Jewish, and Hindu mer-
chants and lawyers. The working class is made up
of families of Spanish, Maltese, and Italian origin.
The lower strata consists of Hindu shop assistants
of Indian or Pakistani nationality and Moroccan
workers. During the time of economical transfor-
mation (1980s–1990s), many unemployed and un-
skilled youth made a living smuggling.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Proper English
pronunciation is a symbol of upward social mobil-
ity. Suits and ties are symbols of white-collar jobs.
Among youngsters, smuggler-type iconography is
highly valued.
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A donkey grazes outside a farmhouse in Gibraltar. Most of the colony’s four square miles of land consists of rock.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Gibraltar is a British colony with a
local government. The British Crown is represented
by a governor. The government is headed by a chief
minister and seven ministers who are responsible
for most domestic affairs (with the exception of
internal security).

Leadership and Political Officials. Politics is
strongly influenced by ‘‘big men’’ and a client-
based structure based on class but cross-cut by
families, personal loyalties, and friendships. The
more bourgeois Social Democratic Party forms the
government, with socialists and liberals in the op-
position. Even though they diverge on domestic af-
fairs and strive for different kinds of links with
Britain, all parties strongly reject the Spanish claim
to Gibraltar.

Social Problems and Control. The formal mecha-
nisms for dealing with crime are British law, the
police system, and the judiciary. Gibraltar can be
described as a society of lawyers and trustees. The
crime rate is low, and there are strong mechanisms
of social control, owing to the small size of the
territory and the face-to-face character of its
society.

Military Activity. Gibraltar’s function as a British
military garrison has influenced all aspects of its
society. This changed to some extent after the with-
drawal of British forces in the 1990s. Today a local
regiment of three hundred soldiers is stationed on
the Rock.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Only citizens are entitled to social welfare; this pol-
icy excludes Spanish, Moroccan, and Indian work-
ers. To counter the effects of the military cutback,
conversion programs partly financed by the Euro-
pean Union have been instituted.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

The colony has many social, economical, sports,
and leisure associations, such as the Parents Associ-
ation, the Clergy Fraternal of Gibraltar, the Bankers
Association, the Teachers Association, the Hindu
Association, the Gibraltar Business Network, the
Students Association, the Association of Account-
ants, the Woman Association, the Spear Fishing
Federation, the Gibraltar Sub Aqua Club, the Associ-
ation of Trust and Company Managers, GA/JPMS,
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The status of being Gibraltarian is transferred through the
male line.

the Hotel Association, the Chamber of Commerce,
TGWU/Acts, the Shipping Association, and the Bar
Council. Apart from the nationalist movement Self-
Determination For Gibraltar Group (SDGG), non-
governmental organizations are politically unim-
portant.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. The economy tradi-
tionally was gendered, with women keeping the
household and men working in dockyards and of-
fices. However, this pattern changed after the clos-
ing of the border, when women and Moroccan
workers substituted for Spanish workers. Today
many women work in the service sector. Women
are underrepresented, in political positions, al-
though many women are influential in the infor-
mal management of parties. In the field of religion,
only Hindu community life is dominated by female
specialists.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Women
are still expected to keep out of political life and
participate only in social, cultural, and charity af-
fairs. Citizenship is viricentric; the status of being a
Gibraltarian can be transferred only through the
male line.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriages usually are not arranged.
People marry young (around age 20) and often di-
vorce young. Increasingly within the Jewish com-
munity and decreasingly within the Hindu commu-
nity, there is a trend toward arranged marriages.
Gays and lesbians tend to cover their identities and
marry. Homosexuality was a legal offense until
1992.

Domestic Unit. Until land reclamation began in
the 1990s, housing was a major problem. It was
common for couples to share an apartment with
their in-laws. The household unit was the extended
family.

Kin Groups. As Gibraltar is a face-to-face commu-
nity, frequent contact between members of larger
kin groups is unavoidable, though it is not neces-
sarily intense.

SOCIALIZATION

Higher Education. Higher education is an avenue
for upward mobility. An extensive grant system
allows about 50 percent of high school graduates to
study in British universities.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The population consists of
Catholics (77 percent), Church of England Protes-
tants (7 percent), Muslims (7 percent), other Chris-
tians (3 percent), Jews (2.3 percent), and Hindus
(2.1 percent).

Religious Practitioners. All the religious groups
have seen a struggle for power and control between
traditional and orthodox forces. The authority of
the Catholic Church, led by a locally-born bishop, is
strong. There are four synagogues and one rabbi.
Although a Hindu temple was built in 1995, there
are no locally based full-time Hindu specialists. The
influence of an esoteric guru, Sri Swatchidananda,
is especially strong, but there are also followers of
the Radha Soami movement.

Rituals and Holy Places. The Rock itself is as-
cribed spiritual power by Gibraltarians of all reli-
gions. The typical Iberian Catholic celebrations (Eas-
ter Week, processions, and pilgrimages) are largely
absent. Most holy sites for the Jewish community
are located in nearby Morocco.
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Fishing boats fill the harbor below the Rock of Gibraltar.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Gibraltar has one civilian hospital. Most health care
practitioners have a British degree. Historically, the
hospital was organized along religious lines with
Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish wards.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The most important celebrations are Common-
wealth Day (the second Monday in March), Consti-
tution Day on 30 May (commemorates the consti-
tution of 1969), and, National Day on 9 October
(celebrates the pro-British referendum in 1967).

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Most artists are self-sup-
porting.

Literature. There are several local poets. As a result
of a growing self-identity movement, more Gibral-
tarians have become interested in local history and
biographies.

Graphic Arts. John Mackintosh Hall, the local
community center, is the main location for ex-

hibitions of local drawings, paintings, and sculp-
ture.

Performance Arts. There are many dance groups,
including Indian and Sevillana groups, as well as
modeling and beauty contests. There is a local music
scene, as well as some theater groups.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Many Gibraltarians are passionate ornithologists.
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CULTURE NAME

Greek

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Hellenic, Romeic

ORIENTATION

Identification. Greece, the English name for the
Hellenic Republic, derives from an ancient Latin
word for that area. ‘‘Hellenic’’ derives from the
word ancient Greeks used to refer themselves, while
‘‘Romeic’’ comes from the medieval or Byzantine
Greek term. Although Romeic was the most com-
mon self-designation early in the nineteenth cen-
tury, it has declined in favor of Hellenic since that
time.

The words ‘‘Greek,’’ ‘‘Hellenic,’’ and ‘‘Romeic’’
refer not only to the country but also to the major-
ity ethnic group. Greek culture and identity reflect
the shared history and common expectations of all
members of the nation-state, but they also reflect
an ethnic history and culture that predate the na-
tion-state and extend to Greek people outside the
country’s borders. Since 98 percent of the country’s
citizens are ethnically Greek, ethnic Greek culture
has become almost synonymous with that of the
nation-state. However, recent migration patterns
may lead to a resurgence of other ethnic groups in
the population.

Location and Geography. The Hellenic Republic is
in southeastern Europe at the point where the Bal-
kan peninsula juts into the Mediterranean Sea and
forms a land-based connection to Anatolia and the
Middle East. Initially restricted to the southern
mainland and a few islands, Greece grew with the
addition of the Dodecanese Islands in 1948. The
country is bordered by Albania, the former Yugo-
slavian Republic of Macedonia, Bulgaria, Turkey,
and the Aegean, Ionian, and Cretan seas.

Greece encompasses 50,935 square miles
(131,957 square kilometers). The terrain is 80 per-
cent mountainous, with its highest point, at Mount
Olympus. Only 25 percent of the land surface is
arable, and another 40 percent serves as pasture.
There are more than 2,000 islands, 170 of which are
inhabited, and a long coastline.

The climate is predominantly Mediterranean.
Hot, dry summers alternate with cold, rainy win-
ters.

There are nine recognized regions: Thrace, Mac-
edonia, Epirus, Thessaly, Central Greece, the
Peloponnesos, the Ionian Islands, the Aegean Is-
lands, and Crete. Although these regions sometimes
operated as separate entities in the past, they have
been integrated into the state and their cultural dis-
tinctions are diminishing.

Demography. The population rose from slightly
over 750,000 in 1836 to 10,264,156 in 1991, re-
flecting the expansion of national boundaries and
the return of ethnic Greeks from the eastern Medi-
terranean. An even greater increase was prevented
by emigration and a declining birth rate.

In the ninteenth and early twentieth centuries,
Turks, Bulgarians, and others who were not ethni-
cally Greek left the country in a steady stream that
was formalized by the treaties that ended World
War I. There has also been a continuing emigration
of ethnic Greeks seeking employment and opportu-
nity abroad since the mid-nineteenth century. This
emigration was initially aimed at the eastern Medi-
terranean but was redirected toward the United
States, Canada, and Australia by the late nineteenth
century. The industrial nations of Western Europe
joined the list of destinations in the 1960s.

Birth rates have declined since the early twenti-
eth century. The proportion of elderly people is the
highest in Europe at over 20 percent, and the overall
rate of natural increase is among the lowest.
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Albanians, Armenians, Bulgarians, Slavic Mac-
edonians, Pomaks (Bulgarian Muslims), Turks,
Jews, Roma (Gypsies), Vlachs, Sarakatsanoi, and
several other groups have long been part of the
country’s cultural mosaic, although their numbers
have decreased. The 1990s witnessed an unexpected
influx of immigrants as refugees and labor mi-
grants entered from Eastern Europe, the Middle
East, North Africa, and the Philippines. These new-

comers, especially the Albanians, estimated at be-
tween one-half million and one million, have placed
minority issues at the forefront of public discus-
sion.

Linguistic Affiliation. Greek is the official lan-
guage and is spoken by nearly all the citizens. It is
an Indo-European language that has been used in
this area since the second millenium B.C.E., although
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it has undergone considerable change. A major divi-
sion exists between the ordinary spoken language
known as demotic and a formal version known as
katharevousa, which was developed in the eigh-
teenth century to revive elements of ancient Greek
and develop a national language that did not favor
any regional dialect. Katharevousa spread quickly
among political leaders and the intelligentsia. Writ-
ers initially embraced it, although most turned back
to demotic Greek by the twentieth century.
Katharevousa was used for most state documents,
in many newspapers, and in secondary school in-
struction until the 1970s but has been displaced by
demotic Greek since that time.

Church services are conducted in koine, a later
form of ancient Greek in which the New Testament
is written. There are also regional dialects, of which
Pontic Greek may be the most distinctive.

Most minority groups are bilingual; Arvanitika
(an Albanian dialect), Ladino (a Jewish dialect),
Turkish, Slavic Macedonian, Vlach (a Romanian
dialect), Romani (a Gypsy language), Bulgarian,
and Pomak are still spoken. Most of the population
also is familiar with other European languages,
most commonly English and French.

Symbolism. Several widely recognized images and
celebrations invoke the identity of the republic. The
country is seen as the restoration of an independent
Greek civilization, and many symbols establish a
strong link between past and present, between
larger Greek history and the modern nation-state.
National holidays stress the struggle to establish
and maintain an independent country in the face of
conquest and oppression. The national anthem,
‘‘Hymn to Liberty,’’ praises those who fought in the
War of Independence. The flag displays a cross sym-
bolizing the Greek Orthodox religion on a field of
blue and white stripes that depict the sunlit waves
of the seas that surround the nation. Statues of war
heroes abound, as do the artistic motifs of antiquity
and Orthodox Christianity.

Themes of cultural continuity and endurance,
the direct connection to classical antiquity and Or-
thodox Byzantium, the language, the Mediterra-
nean landscape, democracy, and a history of strug-
gle against domination are central in this imagery.
The Aegean area is characterized as a national
homeland, and rural villages and ancient ruins are
symbolic of long-standing ties to the region. Certain
foods, architectural styles, arts, crafts, music,
dances, and theatrical performances also evoke the
national identity.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. A strong sense of a
common ethnic identity emerged among Greek
speakers of the independent city-states of the
Aegean area in the Bronze Age and characterized the
city-states of the classical period and their colonies
in the Mediterranean and Black Sea regions. It en-
dured over two millennia as these lands were ruled
by the Hellenistic, Roman, Byzantine, Frankish, Ve-
netian, and Ottoman empires, and as the area be-
came ethnically heterogeneous.

The last of these empires was run by the Otto-
man Turks, who established control over much of
Eastern Europe and the Mediterranean after con-
quering Constantinople in 1453. By the late eigh-
teenth century, the Ottoman Empire was losing
ground. A military defeat at Vienna and the grow-
ing commercial power of Western Europe led Turk-
ish overlords to institute harsher tactics toward the
peasants on their agricultural estates. Increasing
discontent in the countryside was matched by diffi-
culty in keeping administrative structures func-
tional. Several regions in which Greeks were nu-
merically dominant developed strong local
leadership, while entrepreneurial Greek merchants,
sailors, and craftspeople acted as intermediaries be-
tween the expanding economies of Western Europe
and the declining ones of the empire. Enlightenment
ideals of ethnic self-determination were embraced
by the merchant diaspora and resonated with the
desire of all Greeks to end Ottoman control.

A series of rebellions against the empire led to a
full-scale revolution in 1821. The War of Indepen-
dence aimed at an independent, ethnically based
state modeled after the nationalist political philoso-
phies of western Europe. With the aid of armed
contingents from Europe and the United States,
fighting ended in 1828, when the Turks agreed
to cede some lands in which Greeks formed the
majority.

The shape and structure of the new country
were uncertain and contentious. The desire for a
parliamentary form of government was thwarted
when the first president was assassinated in 1831.
The foreign nations that negotiated the final treaty
with the Ottomans then established an absolute
monarchy monitored by England, France, and Rus-
sia. Otto, the son of Ludwig I of Bavaria, was named
the first king. The boundaries of the new state were
much smaller than had been hoped. Only the
Peloponnesos, central Greece, and some of the
Aegean Islands were included.

An 1843 coup resulted in a constitutional mon-
archy, and another coup in 1862 led to expanded
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Houses in Santorini, Greece. Much Greek housing has traditionally been small and owner-built, and a high value is placed on
home ownership.

powers for the parliament and Otto’s removal from
the throne. Although Otto was replaced with a
Danish-born king, the powers of the monarchy
steadily diminished, and the institution was abol-
ished in 1973.

The territorial constriction of the original state
was attacked through pursuit of the Megali Idea: the
belief that the country should eventually encom-
pass all lands in which Greeks were a majority,
including Constantinople and western Anatolia.
Through a series of wars, treaties, and agreements,
most of modern Greece had been transferred by
World War I. Greece fought on the side of Allies
during the war. In the negotiations that followed,
the possibility of allowing the Greek-majority pop-
ulation around Smyrna to vote on union with
Greece was discussed. Greek forces were allowed to
occupy the area. As Turkish nationalism arose from
the ashes of the defeated Ottoman Empire, however,
a revived Turkish army routed the Greek troops and
destroyed the city. The Anatolian Greeks who sur-
vived the conflict fled the area. Although the
Dodecanese Islands were granted to Greece after
World War II, ideas of a larger state were ended by
this event, which is known as the Catastrophe of
1922.

The nation also has been shaped by efforts to
limit foreign involvement in its internal affairs. The
direct role the original treaty granted to England,
France, and Russia faded by the end of the nineteenth
century, but the twentieth century was marked by
the invasions that accompanied the Balkan Wars and
World Wars I and II, including the German occupa-
tion of 1941–1944. The Greek Civil War of 1946–
1949 saw the forces of the left and right backed by
their counterparts in the nations soon to face each
other in the Cold War. The outcome of this conflict
led to Greece’s alignment with the West, its entry
into NATO in 1951, massive American aid, and con-
tinued foreign involvement in national affairs. Pub-
lic sentiment against such interference combined
with the waning of the Cold War in the 1980s to
limit direct foreign intervention.

National Identity. A strong sense of ethnic self-
determination initially fueled the construction of the
state, erased regional differences, and led to a citi-
zenry largely composed of ethnic Greeks. Nation–
state and ethnic group were seen as coterminous.
Public consciousness is also characterized by the
frustration of unfulfilled hopes, foreign interference,
and consignment to marginal status within Europe.
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The national identity generally is considered a
matter of cultural continuity, with language, reli-
gion, democracy, an analytic approach to life, travel,
entrepreneurship, cleverness, and personal honor
and responsibility as core values that connect con-
temporary Greeks to the past. An intense relationship
to the Mediterranean landscape also plays a role.

The War of Independence, the Catastrophe of
1922, the German occupation, and the civil war
figure heavily in national memory. The relationship
to the more distant past has, however, been shaped
by the important symbolic place reserved for classi-
cal Greece in post-Renaissance Europe. While eigh-
teenth-century Greeks called themselves Romeic
and looked toward their Byzantine Orthodox heri-
tage, the emphasis Western Europeans placed on
classical Greek antiquity led nineteenth-century
Greeks to stress European connections over Medi-
terranean and classical history over medieval. This
shift was the source of literary and political debate
in the twentieth century, with broader conceptions
of Greek identity gradually emerging.

Ethnic Relations. The Balkan peninsula and the
Anatolian coast were multiethnic at the start of the
nineteenth century. Different groups lived side by
side, and there was considerable intermingling and
even intermarriage. The pursuit of ethnic na-
tionalism over the last two centuries, however, re-
sulted in increasing ethnic separation. The establish-
ment of ethnically based nation-states led to
warfare, territorial disputes, and massive migra-
tion. Greece became increasingly monoethnic as
members of certain ethnic groups left while Greeks
from outside the nation entered. Some sixty thou-
sand of the country’s seventy-five thousand Jews
were executed or exiled during World War II. Re-
cently, the influx of new immigrants since 1990 is
once again creating greater ethnic diversity.

International tension over territorial boundaries
and the treatment of minority populations remain
high in the region, although the disintegration of
Yugoslavia and the former Soviet bloc has unleashed
a new dynamic. These tensions often take on an eth-
nic character. Relations are best with other Orthodox
countries and most strained with Turkey, Albania,
and the former Yugoslavian republic of Macedonia.
The partitioning of Cyprus into Greek and Turkish
sides in 1974 remains a bone of contention.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The population historically has been mobile.
Sailors, shepherds, and merchants traveled as a

matter of occupation, while peasants frequently
moved in response to wars, land tenure policies, and
agricultural opportunities. Market towns such as
Corinth and Athens have endured for millennia, but
smaller settlements appeared and disappeared with
regularity. Over the last century, internal migra-
tion has overwhelmingly been from mountains to
plains, inland to coastal areas, and rural to urban
settlements. In this process, hundreds of new vil-
lages were founded while others were abandoned,
and some towns and cities grew greatly while
others declined.

A strongly centralized settlement system re-
volving around the capital, Athens, has emerged
from these moves. The population became predomi-
nantly urban after World War II, with only 25
percent living in rural settlements in 1991. The con-
centration of economic opportunities, international
trade, governmental functions, and educational and
health facilities in only a few cities has led to the
decline of many regional centers and the growth of
Athens as a primate city. In 1991, Greater Athens
contained 3.1 million people, a third of the popula-
tion, while the next largest city, Thessaloniki, con-
tained 396,000.

There are distinctive regional architectural
styles, such as the pitched roofs of the Arcadian
mountains and the flat, rolled ones of the
Cyclades. Until recently, much housing was small
and owner-built from mud brick, stone, and ce-
ramic tile. Over the last fifty years, the use of
industrially produced materials and the construc-
tion of more elaborate dwellings has accompanied
a dramatic increase in commercial building. Inter-
national architectural movements have also been
influential.

Rural settlements are still characterized by sin-
gle-family houses, but urban areas contain apart-
ment buildings of five to ten stories. A high value is
placed on home ownership, and most urban apart-
ments are owned, not rented. Families tend to buy
or remodel homes only after saving the funds
needed to do so.

There is a strong public-private distinction in
spatial arrangements. Homes are considered private
family spaces. Single-family houses often contain
walled courtyards that have been replaced in urban
apartments with tented balconies. Plazas, open-air
markets, shops, churches, schools, coffeehouses,
restaurants, and places of entertainment are the
major public gathering spots.
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An interior view of a home on Crete. Greek homes are private spaces, and hospitality is seen as both a pleasure and
a responsibility.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Grain, grapes, and olives are
central to the diet, supplemented with eggs, cheese,
yogurt, fish, lamb, goat, chicken, rice, and fruits
and vegetables. Certain foods are emblematic of the
national identity, including moussaka, baklava,
thick coffee, and resinated wine (retsina). Coffee-
houses have long functioned as daily gathering
places for men. Dining out has gained in popularity,
with a corresponding increase in the number and
variety of restaurants.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Guests
must always be offered refreshment, and all major
ceremonies involve food. At funerals, mourners are
given koliva (boiled wheat, sugar, and cinnamon), a
special cake is baked on New Year’s Day, and the
midnight Easter service is followed by a feast, gen-
erally of lamb.

Basic Economy. Farming, herding, fishing, seafar-
ing, commerce, and crafts were the historical
mainstays of the economy. Before the establish-
ment of the modern state, most people were poor,
often landless peasants who worked on feudal-like
estates controlled by Turkish overlords and Ortho-
dox monasteries. As the Ottoman Empire faced

competition from the economies of western Europe,
some peasants began producing cash crops such as
currants and lumber for sale to England and France,
shipbuilders carried produce from the Black Sea to
the Atlantic coast, and carpet makers and metal
workers sold their wares throughout Eastern and
Central Europe.

After the revolution, the nation was deeply in
debt to foreign creditors and lacked the capital and
infrastructure needed for economic development,
nor could it compete with the increasingly indus-
trial economies of western Europe. Families pro-
duced most of their own subsistence needs, from
food to housing, while engaging in a variety of
entrepreneurial activities, producing everything
from sponges and currants to tobacco and cotton.
The weakness of the economy and the unpredicta-
bility of foreign markets led to periods of economic
crisis that sparked large-scale emigration by the late
nineteenth century.

In the twentieth century, industry was
strengthened by the influx of urban refugees after
the Catastrophe of 1922 but remained a small sector
of the economy. The growth spurred by foreign aid
in the 1950s and 1960s was followed by high infla-
tion rates in the 1970s and 1980s. Governmental
efforts at economic stabilization and payments
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from the European Union brought inflation down
to 4 percent by the late 1990s. Current economic
efforts are focused on industrial development, effec-
tive taxation collection, downsizing of the civil ser-
vice, keeping inflation in check, and resolving the
national debt and dependence on European Union
payments.

Land Tenure and Property. Through legislation
that distributed large agricultural estates to peasant
families, most farmland came to be owned by the
people who worked it by the early twentieth cen-
tury. Population growth and partible inheritance
practices have produced small individual holdings,
often scattered in several plots at a distance from
each other. Much grazing land is publicly held,
although herders pay fees and establish customary
use rights over particular sections.

Commercial Activities. Familial economic strate-
gies were integrated into a market economy and
subsistence activities dwindled during the twentieth
century. Handmade crafts are generally aimed at
the tourist trade, farming is oriented toward sale,
and some basic foodstuffs are imported. Family
members engage in a variety of cash-producing ac-
tivities, combining commercial farming with wage
labor in canneries, the renting of rooms to tourists
with construction work, and sailing in the mer-
chant marine with driving a taxi. A high value is
placed on economic flexibility, being one’s own
boss, and family-run enterprises.

The most common commercial activities are in
construction, tourism, transportation, and small-
scale shopkeeping. Major cash crops include to-
bacco, cotton, sugar beets, grains, vegetables, fruits,
olives, and grapes. Herders produce meat, milk
products, wool, hides, and dung for sale. Fishing
contributes little to the GDP. Mining is focused on
lignite, bauxite, asbestos, and marble.

Major Industries. Industrial manufacturing con-
tributed 18 percent to the GDP in the 1990s and
employed 19 percent of the labor force. The major
products are textiles, clothing, shoes, processed food
and tobacco, beverages, chemicals, construction
materials, transportation equipment, and metals.
Small enterprises dominate.

Trade. The international balance of trade has long
been negative. The country exports manufactured
products (50 percent of exports), agricultural goods
(30 percent), and fuels and ores (8 percent), and
imports manufactured products (40 percent of im-
ports), food (14 percent), fuels and ores (25 per-
cent), and equipment (21 percent). In the 1990s,

trade increasingly focused on European Union
countries, with the major partners being Germany,
Italy, France, and Britain, followed by the United
States.

The negative trade balance is offset by
‘‘invisible’’ sources of foreign currency such as
shipping, tourism, remittances from Greeks living
abroad, and European Union payments for infra-
structure development, job training, and economic
initiatives. The merchant fleet is the largest in the
world and tourism involves up to eleven million
foreign visitors a year.

Division of Labor. The primary sector (farming,
herding, and fishing) contributes over 8 percent to
the gross domestic product (GDP), the secondary
(mining, manufacturing, energy, and construction)
sector contributes over 23 percent, and the tertiary
sector (trade, finance, transport, health, and educa-
tion) contributes 68 percent. The primary sector
employs 22 percent of workers, the secondary
sector 28 percent, and the tertiary sector 50 percent.
Immigrants constitute 5 to 10 percent of the labor
force.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Despite income differences in
the population and a small upper stratum of estab-
lished families in the larger cities, the class system
has been marked by mobility since the establishment
of the modern state. Former bases of wealth and
power disappeared with the departure of the Otto-
mans and the dismantling of agricultural estates. A
fluid class system fits the strongly egalitarian em-
phasis of the culture. The degree to which minority
groups receive the rights and opportunities of Greeks
is a topic of public discussion.

Social status is not coterminous with economic
class but results from a combination of wealth,
education, occupation, and what is referred to as
honor or love of honor (philotimo). While some-
times understood only as a source of posturing and
argumentation, this concept refers to one’s sense of
social responsibility, esteem within the community,
and attention to proper behavior and public deco-
rum.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The fluidity of
class and status means that symbols of social strati-
fication are changeable and diverse, although the
trappings of wealth convey a high position, as do
urban residence, the use of katharevousa, fluent
English and French, and the adoption of Western
styles.
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A narrow street in the Old Town section of Mykonos, Greece.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Greece is a parliamentary republic
modeled after the French system. The redrawn con-
stitution of 1975 established a single legislative body
with three hundred seats. The president serves as the
ceremonial head of state, while the prime minister is
the head of government. Suffrage is universal for
those over eighteen years of age. A large civil service
bureaucracy administers a host of national, provin-
cial, and local agencies. Governmental functioning
often is described as hierarchical and centralized. A
municipal reorganization in 1998 combined smaller
communities into larger ones in an effort to
strengthen the power of local government.

Leadership and Political Officials. Greek politi-
cal history has been marked by frequent moments
of uncertainty, and there have been several military
coups and dictatorships, the last being the junta
that reigned from 1967 to 1974. Since the end of the
junta, two major parties have alternated in power:
New Democracy, which controlled parliament from
1974 to 1981 and from 1989 to 1993 and the
Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK), which
controlled it from 1981 to 1989 and from 1993 to
the present.

Citizens maintain a wary skepticism toward
politicians and authority figures. Support in na-

tional elections often was garnered through patron-
age, extensive networks of ritual kin, and personal
ties in the nineteenth century. The rise of the early
twentieth-century politician Eleftherios Venizelos
initiated a gradual shift toward ideology and policy
as the basis of support.

Local-level politics operate differently from pol-
itics on the national level. Municipalities elect lead-
ers more on the basis of personal qualities than
political affiliation, and candidates for local office
often do not run on a party ticket.

Dealing with the large civil service bureaucracy
is seen as a matter for creativity, persistence, and
even subtle deception. Individuals often are sent
from office to office before their affairs are settled.
Those who are most successful operate through
networks of personal connections.

Social Problems and Control. The legal system is
based on modified Roman law, with strong protec-
tion for the rights of the accused. There are criminal,
civil, and administrative courts, and since 1984, the
police force, which previously was divided into ur-
ban and rural units, has operated as a single force.
There is little violent crime. Tax evasion often is
considered the most serious legal concern. Peer pres-
sure, gossip, belief in forces such as the evil eye, and
the strong sense of proper behavior and social re-
sponsibility engendered by philotimo operate as in-
formal mechanisms of social control.

Military Activity. Continuing disputes and past
wars are important parts of social memory, but
since the Civil War there has been a different
climate, especially since the end of the Cold War and
the removal of most foreign troops. The country
stills spends a high percentage of its budget on de-
fense. The Hellenic Armed Forces are divided into an
army, an air force, and a navy. There is a universal
draft of all males at age twenty for eighteen to
twenty-one months of service, with some
deferments and exemptions. There are 160,000 sol-
diers on active duty and over 400,000 reservists.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

There is a nationalized health care system and a
state-directed system of disability and pension pay-
ments. There are over 650 different pension pro-
grams, with membership depending on type of
work. The government also has a system of earth-
quake and other disaster compensation. Banks have
been established to support particular sectors of the
economy. Caring for the personal needs of the el-
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derly, infirm, and orphaned is considered a family
responsibility.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Voluntary organizations include hobby clubs,
scouts, sports organizations, performance ensem-
bles, environmental groups, craft cooperatives, and
political pressure groups. Among the most com-
mon are urban-based organizations formed by peo-
ple from the same rural area. These associations
enroll as much as one-quarter of the Athenian pop-
ulation and raise funds and exert political pressure
on behalf of their areas of origin. Agricultural coop-
eratives are widespread, enabling family-based
farmers to buy and sell in bulk. Trade unions are
less well established.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Rural men and
women traditionally shared agricultural tasks, do-
ing some jointly and dividing others by gender.
Land and property have long been owned by both
men and women, with husbands and wives con-
tributing fields to the family. As the population be-
came urbanized, this pattern shifted. Among fami-
lies that operated small shops and workshops, both
men and women remained economically active.
Among those who sought employment outside the
home, women were more likely to work at lower-
paid positions and to stop working when they had
children. Open access to education and evolving
child care arrangements are changing this situation,
and women now constitute 45 percent of the paid
workforce.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Gender
roles were relatively differentiated and male-
dominant until recently. Traditionally, men were
associated with public spaces and women with pri-
vate, with the major exception of the role played by
women in attending, cleaning, and maintaining
churches. There were nevertheless many arenas in
which women asserted power or operated in a
female-centered world. Their economic role in the
family; ownership of property; position as mother;
wife, and daughter; maintenance of the household;
religious activities; and artistic expression through
dancing, music, and crafts all worked in this direc-
tion.

There has been a dramatic decline in gender dif-
ferentiation in the last few decades. Women received
full voting rights in 1956, and the Family Law of

1983 established legal gender equality in family re-
lationships and decision making. A majority (53
percent) of students in universities are women, and
the percentage of women in public office has in-
creased. Women are now fully present in public
spaces, including restaurants, nightclubs, beaches,
stores, and public plazas.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Families are fundamental units of sup-
port and identity, and marriage is considered the
normal condition of adulthood. With the exception
of monastic orders and the upper echelons of the
clergy, nearly all people marry. Arranged marriages
in which parents negotiated spouses, dowries, and
inheritance for their children were once common
but have declined. Marriages are monogamous, and
the average age at marriage is the late twenties for
women and the mid-thirties for men. The divorce
rate is among the lowest in Europe. Until 1982, all
marriages occurred in churches, but civil marriages
have been legal since that time.

Domestic Unit. Although nuclear family house-
holds are the most common, stem, joint, and other
forms of extended kin arrangements also exist.
Postmarital residence patterns are predominantly
neolocal, but rural and urban neighborhoods often
contain clusters of matrilineally or patrilineally re-
lated households, depending on regional traditions
and family dynamics. It is common for elderly par-
ents to join the household of one of their adult
children.

Inheritance. Equal partible inheritance is the norm
by both law and custom. Sons and daughters re-
ceive roughly equivalent shares of their parents’
wealth in the form of fields, housing, money,
higher education, and household effects. Daughters
generally received their portion at marriage, but the
Family Law of 1983 made the formal institution of
the dowry illegal. However, there continues to be
considerable transfer of property from parents to
children when the children marry.

Kin Groups. The family-based household unit is
the most important kinship group. Bilateral kin-
dreds (loose networks of kin on the mother’s and
father’s sides) provide a larger but less cohesive
source of identity and support. Ritual kin in the
form of godparents and wedding sponsors retain a
special relationship throughout a person’s life.

G R E E C E

8 9 5



A festival on Skiros, Sporades. Nearly all Greek festivals have a religious component as 98 percent of Greeks are Orthodox Christians.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Midwives were common until the
mid-twentieth century, but most babies are now
born in hospitals. Babies are showered with overt
displays of affection by male and female relatives.
There is special concern over feeding and a belief that
children need to be coaxed into eating. The central
ceremony of infancy is baptism, which ideally oc-
curs between forty days and a year after birth. This
ceremony initiates the baby into the Orthodox com-
munity and is the moment at which a baby’s name
is officially conferred.

Child Rearing and Education. The successful es-
tablishment of one’s children is a driving goal. Par-
ents willingly sacrifice for children, and there is a
continuing emotional bond between parents and
children. Both parents are actively involved in child
rearing, along with grandparents and other rela-
tives. Adults give children freedom to explore and
play, cultivate their abilities to converse and per-
form, and participate in social occasions. Parents
also stress the value of education. The public school
system was established in 1833, and 95 percent of
the population is literate. Schooling is compulsory
and free for the first nine years and optional and free
for the next three. Over 90 percent of students at-
tend public schools.

Higher Education. Higher education is strongly
valued. There is a state run university, technical,
and vocational school system whose capacity is
short of demand. Entrance is achieved by nation-
wide examinations, and many secondary school
students attend private afternoon schools to prepare
for these tests. In the 1990s, 140,000 students an-
nually vied for 20,000 university seats and 20,000
technical college seats. Many ultimately seek an ed-
ucation abroad.

ETIQUETTE

Much social life takes place within a close circle of
family and friends. Group activities revolve around
eating, drinking, playing games, listening to music,
dancing, and animated debate and conversation.
These gatherings often aim at the achievement of
kefi, a sense of high spirits and relaxation that arises
when one is happily transported by the moment
and the company. Drinking may contribute to the
attainment of kefi, but becoming drunk is consid-
ered disgraceful.

A major occasion on which people open their
homes to a wide range of visitors is the day honor-
ing the saint for whom a person is named. On those
days, it is permissible to call on anyone bearing that
saint’s name. Guests generally bring sweets or li-
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The Parthenon sits above an industrialized Athens, decaying
from the exhaust-fouled air.

quor, and the honorees treat their visitors to food
and hospitality.

Hospitality is seen as both a pleasure and a
responsibility. Hosts are generous, and guests are
expected to accept what is offered with only token
protests. Hospitality is often extended to foreigners,
but the deluge of travelers, ambivalence about the
impact of tourism, and the improper or conde-
scending behavior of some tourists complicate the
situation.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Close to 98 percent of the people
are Orthodox Christians, just over 1 percent are
Muslims, and there are small numbers of Jews, Sev-
enth Day Adventists, Roman Catholics, and mem-
bers of Protestant denominations. Greeks became
involved in Christianity very early. After the Roman
Emperor Constantine embraced the new religion, he
moved his capital to Constantinople in 330 C.E. The
new center grew into the Greek-dominated Eastern
Roman or Byzantine Empire. Tension between the
Christian patriarchs of Constantinople and Rome
ultimately led to the Schism of 1054, which divided
the religion into Orthodoxy and Catholicism. The
Orthodox church represented and supported the

Christian population of Eastern Europe after the
Ottoman conquest. In 1833, after the revolution,
the Orthodox Church of Greece became the first of
several national Orthodox churches in the region,
each autonomous while recognizing the spiritual
leadership of the patriarch in Constantinople. Today
there are sixteen separate Orthodox churches and
patriarchates. The Orthodox Church of Greece is of-
ficially designated the religion of the nation, its
officials exert some influence in state matters, and it
receives state funds.

Religious Practitioners. The Orthodox Church of
Greece is overseen by the Holy Synod, whose presi-
dent is the archbishop of Athens. Under this synod
are regional bishops as well as monks, nuns, and
priests who run specific churches and monastic in-
stitutions. Local priests are encouraged to marry,
but other members of the clergy may not. Care of
local churches is the responsibility of the commu-
nity of worshipers, and priests are assisted by dea-
cons, chanters, and local women who clean the
buildings and bake bread for communion.

Rituals and Holy Places. Orthodoxy includes a
series of daily, weekly, and annual rites, including
the Sunday liturgy and the Twelve Great Feasts, of
which the most important is Easter and the Holy
Week that precedes it. Twenty to 25 percent of the
population attends weekly services, while many
more people are present at annual ones. There are
four periods of fasting and saint’s days in honor of
the three hundred Orthodox saints. There are also
rites associated with key events in the life cycle,
such as funerals, weddings, and baptisms. Many
people integrate religious practice into their daily
lives, crossing themselves while passing a church or
entering to light a candle, pray, or meditate.

Larger Orthodox churches are often constructed
in a cross in-square configuration, and all contain
an icon screen separating the sanctuary where com-
munion bread and wine are sanctified from the rest
of the building. Icons are pictorial representations of
saints in paint or mosaic that serve as symbols of
holiness. In many homes, there is a niche where
icons and holy oil are displayed. Some churches and
monasteries have become national sites of pilgrim-
age because of their association with miracles and
historical events.

Death and the Afterlife. In Orthodox belief, at the
time of death, a person’s soul begins a journey
toward judgment by God, after which the soul is
consigned to paradise or hell. Relatives wash and
prepare the body for the funeral, which is held in a
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church within twenty-four hours of death. The
body is buried, not cremated, for decomposition is
considered part of the process by which a person’s
sins are forgiven and the soul travels to paradise.
The next forty days are a precarious time, at the end
of which the soul is judged. Visits are paid to the
relatives of the deceased, and additional rituals are
held, some with open displays of grief and singing
of laments. Three to seven years after burial, the
bones of the deceased are exhumed and placed in a
family vault or a communal ossuary. The degree to
which the body has decomposed and the bones have
turned white is seen as evidence of the extent to
which the person’s sins have been forgiven and the
soul has entered a blissful state.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

The state-run National Health Service, a network of
hospitals, clinics, and insurance organizations, was
established in 1983. The service provides basic
health care even in remote areas, but there is an over
concentration of hospital facilities, doctors, and
nurses in Athens and other major cities. Private
health care facilities are used by those who can af-
ford them. The health status of Greek citizens is
roughly equivalent to that of Western Europe.
Western concepts of biomedicine are well accepted
but are supplemented for some individuals by long-
standing cultural conceptions concerning the im-
pact that certain foods, the wind, hot and cold tem-
peratures, envy, and anxiety have on health.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Nearly all celebrations have a religious component,
and all major rites of the Orthodox church are pub-
lic holidays. Among celebrations with a predomi-
nantly secular orientation are Ochi Day (28 Octo-
ber), commemorating the occasion when Greek
leaders refused Mussolini’s demand to surrender in
1940; Independence Day (25 March), when Bishop
Germanos of Patras raised the flag of revolt against
the Ottomans near Kalavryta in 1821; New Year’s
Day, when people gather, play cards, and cut a
special cake that contains a lucky coin; and, Labor
Day (1 May), a time for picnics and excursions to
the country.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The Ministry of Culture
supports all the arts in terms of production, educa-
tion, publicity, festivals, and national centers, such
as the Greek Film Center. There are provincial and

municipal theaters, folklore institutes, orchestras,
conservatories, dance centers, art workshops, and
literary groups.

Literature. Oral poetry and folk songs thrived
even under Ottoman domination and developed into
more formal, written forms as the nation-state
emerged. Poets and novelists have brought contem-
porary national themes into alignment with the
major movements in Western literature. There have
been two Greek Nobel laureates: George Seferis and
Odysseas Elytis.

Graphic Arts. Long-standing traditions of pottery,
metalworking, rugmaking, woodcarving, and tex-
tile production have been carried forward by artisan
and craft cooperatives. Many sculptors and painters
are in the vanguard of contemporary European art,
while others continue the tradition of Orthodox
icon painting.

Performance Arts. Music and dance are major
forms of group and self-expression, and genres
vary from Byzantine chants to the music of the
urban working class known as rebetika. Distinc-
tively Greek styles of music, dance, and instrument-
ation have not been displaced by the popularity of
Western European and American music. Some of
the most commonly used instruments are the
bouzouki, santouri (hammer dulcimer), lauto
(mandolin-type lute), clarinet, violin, guitar,
tsambouna (bagpipe), and lyra (a-stringed Cretan
instrument), many of which function as symbols
of national or regional identity. The popular com-
posers Mikis Theodorakis and Manos Hadjidakis
have achieved international fame.

Shadow puppet plays revolving around the
wily character known as Karagiozis were very pop-
ular in the late Ottoman period. Dozens of theater
companies in Athens, Thessaloniki, and other areas,
perform contemporary works and ancient dramas
in modern Greek. Films are a popular form of enter-
tainment, and several Greek filmmakers and pro-
duction companies have produced a body of melo-
dramas, comedies, musicals, and art films.

STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL
SCIENCES

The University of Athens was established in 1837,
with faculties in theology, law, medicine, and the
arts (which included applied sciences and mathe-
matics). The national system has expanded to
nearly twenty public universities and technical
schools that offer a full range of academic and ap-
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plied subjects. There are several state-funded re-
search centers, such as the National Centre for Sci-
entific Research, the National Centre for Social
Research, and the Center for Programming and Eco-
nomic Research. The social sciences suffered under
some governments in the past but are now flourish-
ing.
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CULTURE NAME

Greenlandic

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Kalaallit Nunaat (used by Inuit Greenlanders)

ORIENTATION

Identification. Greenland was probably originally
settled by descendants of the present Inuit culture,
who identify the island as Kalaalit Nunaat—
meaning ‘‘land of the people’’—in their native lan-
guage. It received the name Greenland from Norse
explorer Eirı́kur Rau�e �orvaldsson (known today
as Erik the Red). He sailed from Iceland to the island
in 982 C.E. and spent the next three years farming a
plot of land along the southern coastline. He re-
turned to Iceland in 986, intent on encouraging
others to settle the rugged island. With this in mind,
he referred to the island as Greenland, reasoning
that a pleasant name would be more likely to attract
settlers. Several colonies subsequently were estab-
lished in Greenland, but these failed to survive. In
1605 King Christian IV of Denmark claimed Green-
land for his kingdom. It remained a colony of Den-
mark until 1953, when it received county status.
This change also gave Greenlanders full Danish citi-
zenship. In 1979, Greenland became a self-govern-
ing part of the Danish realm after passage of a pop-
ular referendum. But it is still subject to the Danish
constitution, and Denmark continues to manage
the island’s external affairs in areas such as defense.
Greenland is currently composed of three adminis-
trative divisions: West Greenland (Kitaa in Green-
landic), East Greenland (Tunu), and North Green-
land (Avannaa, also known as the Thule District).

Today, about 80 percent of Greenland’s popula-
tion is of Inuit or mixed Inuit/Danish heritage.
Most of the remainder are of Danish descent, al-
though a small number trace their heritage back to
other regions of Europe. Modern Greenland has un-

doubtedly been shaped by European values and per-
spectives, but the island nonetheless features unique
Inuit and European cultures that are distinct from
one another. These differences in social customs and
attitudes do bring tensions, but Greenlanders are
united by the commonly held challenges of cold
climate and isolation, as well as a genuine affection
for the land on which they live.

Location and Geography. Greenland is the largest
island in the world. It is located 17 miles northeast of
Canada’s Ellesmere Island, between the Arctic Ocean
and the North Atlantic. The northern tip of Green-
land is approximately 460 miles (740 kilometers)
from the North Pole, making it the northernmost
country on the planet. It is approximately 1,660
miles (2,670 kilometers) long from its northern to
southern tips, and is about 650 miles (1,050 kilome-
ters) across at its widest point. The total land area of
Greenland is about 804,000 square miles (2,175,600
square kilometers), about three times the size of
Texas, but 85 percent of the island’s land surface is
covered by ice. The country includes about 24,800
miles (40,000 kilometers) of coastline.

Greenland is a forbidding, rugged land that
nonetheless possesses a stark beauty. Much of the
island’s interior lies beneath a vast ice cap that in
some places is up to 9,800 feet (3,000 meters) thick.
Over the years, the weight of all this ice has
reshaped the island’s interior into a concave, bowl-
like basin that has actually sunk below sea level in
several areas. The white surface of this vast ice cap is
relieved only by the occasional peaks of mountains
(nunataks in Greenlandic) jutting into the sky. Gla-
ciers from this great mass of ice extend through
mountain valleys and ravines to reach coastline
fjords at many points. At the terminuses of these
drainages, thousands of icebergs—many of mon-
strous size—are formed every year.

The inhospitable interior of the island relegates
the entire population of Greenland to its rugged
coastlines. Most settlements are on the west and
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southwest coast, including the capital city of Nuuk.
This city, originally founded in 1721, is the island’s
oldest Danish settlement and by far the largest com-
munity in Greenland. It holds about 14,000 of the
nation’s entire population of 59,000 people.

The climate in Greenland is subarctic, with
short, cool summers and bitterly cold winters.
Along the fjords of the southwest coast, where most
Greenlanders live, temperatures average 50 degrees
Fahrenheit (10 degrees Celsius) during the height of
summer. But the temperature falls to a mean of 18
degrees Fahrenheit (�8 degrees Celsius) during
wintertime. Temperatures are much colder in the
northern interior.

Hours of sunlight vary dramatically from sea-
son to season in Greenland, three-quarters of which
lies north of the Arctic Circle. During the summer,
Greenland becomes a land of the ‘‘midnight sun,’’
with weeks of 24-hour daylight all along its length
and breadth. In fact, northern Greenland receives

three months of continual daylight during this time.
During the winter, however, Greenland’s southern
ramparts receive only a meager supply of daylight
(several hours each day) and the far north is plunged
into darkness for several weeks, bracketed by a
month of brief, hazy twilight on either end.

Demography. The total population of Greenland
was estimated at 59,300 (31,390 men and 27,910
women) in July 1998. Approximately 26 percent of
the total population is 14 years old or younger,
while 6 percent are 65 years and over. The remain-
ing 68 percent are between the ages of 15 and 64.
Life expectancy for the total population is 69.46
years (65.29 years for men, 73.65 years for
women). About 80 percent of Greenland’s popula-
tion is of Inuit or mixed Inuit and Danish-Norwe-
gian heritage. The rest are of European ancestry.

In addition to Nuuk (population 14,000), popu-
lation centers on Greenland include Holsteinsborg
(Sisimiut in Greenlandic), Jakobshavn (Ilulissat),
Narsaq (Narssaq), Julianehåb (Qaqortoq), and Am-
massalik (Angmagssalik). Greenlandic communi-
ties are widely dispersed across the country, and
roadways connecting these villages and towns are
nonexistent. Transportation within Greenland is via
dogsled, snowmobile, coastal ferry, and helicopter.

Linguistic Affiliation. Greenlandic is the official
language of the island. It is an Inuit dialect with
regional differences (east and west Greenlandic dia-
lects are different in a number of notable respects).
‘‘Greenlandic is a polysynthetic language, in which
entire ideas are expressed in a single word by
addition of prefixes and suffixes to a root subject,’’
note Deanna Swaney and Graeme Cornwallis in
Iceland, Greenland, and the Faroe Islands. ‘‘Hence the
impossible-looking mega-syllabic words which in-
timidate foreigners with their sheer length when
written on a page . . . Some outsiders who’ve lived
for years in Greenland still don’t have a grasp of the
language.’’ In addition, nearly every citizen of
Greenland knows the Danish language.

Symbolism. The national flag of Greenland appears
as two equal horizontal bands of white and red
(with the white on top), broken up by a large circle
located slightly to the left of center. The top half of
this disk is red, while the bottom half is white. The
line dividing the circle in two is aligned with the line
that divides the two horizontal bands, creating a
single line that extends across the length of the flag.

Greenland is also awash in cultural symbols
and slogans that reflect the history and values of
traditional Inuit communities. Many of these sym-
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bols are closely related to the environment and/or
the natural world, which has sustained the Inuit
peoples for hundreds of years.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. It is believed that Green-
land’s first inhabitants arrived on the island about
4,500–5,000 years ago (probably from Ellesmere
Island). But these early Inuit peoples disappeared
from the land about 3,000 years ago for unknown
reasons. They were followed by another Stone Age
eskimo culture known as the Dorset Culture. This
nomadic hunting culture lasted from about 600
B.C.E. to 200 C.E. before disappearing.

In the tenth century, the Thule Culture spread
across Greenland. This culture, which developed
early kayaks, harpoons, and dogsleds, either ab-
sorbed or supplanted existing eskimo cultures. An-
thropologists agree that Greenland’s modern Inuits
are descended from the Thule.

Thule influence spread across the island during
the same time that Norse explorers first investi-
gated its coastlines. About 900, a Norwegian
named Gunnbjørn Ulfsson became the first Euro-
pean to set foot on Greenland. He was followed
more than 80 years later by Eirı́kur Rau�e
�orvaldsson (Erik the Red), who organized the first
Viking settlements on the island. Around 1000, Leif
Eriksson, son of Erik the Red, brought Christianity
to Greenland from Norway.

Norse settlements prospered for about 500
years, thanks in large measure to continuing ties
with Iceland and Norway. But these settlements
eventually dissolved and disappeared. Their disap-
pearance has been attributed to climatic changes
and problems with the Thule tribes, but their demise
remains largely shrouded in mystery.

Europeans returned to Greenland in 1721, and
in 1775 Denmark claimed the island as a colony. In
1953 a new Danish constitution made Greenland a
part of Denmark, and financial aid to the island
increased dramatically. In 1979, a popular referen-
dum gave Greenland ‘‘Home Rule’’ status as a dis-
tinct nation within the Kingdom of Denmark.

National Identity. Greenland features a blend of
Inuit and Danish cultures. Many Greenlanders have
expressed uneasiness with the increased ‘‘Western-
ization’’ of Greenland communities in recent years,
and many efforts are underway to preserve and
sustain traditional Inuit ways, which remain an
essential part of the country’s national identity. But
Greenland’s long association with Denmark has

benefited the island’s inhabitants in many tangible
ways, such as in raising standards of living and
improving health care and education. Moreover,
most Greenlanders of European descent are sensitive
to the importance of preserving the historical cul-
ture and perspective of the Inuit people.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Nearly all Greenlandic architecture is extremely
utilitarian. Buildings and other structures empha-
size functionality over form. Greenlandic homes are
typically constructed of stone, sod, or wood. Dur-
ing the summers, some families live in tents made
from furs or skins. Communities are typically
tightly clustered together, for as Gretel Ehrlich re-
marked in National Geographic Adventure, ‘‘for the
Eskimo, solitude is a sign of sheer unhappiness. It
is thought to be a perversion and absolutely un-
desirable.’’

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The typical Greenlandic diet is
heavy on consumption of fish, potatoes, vegetables,
and canned foods. Seal and polar bear meat is also a
staple in many Inuit communities.

Basic Economy. Greenland’s economic situation is
comparable to that of mainland Europe, in terms of
standard of living and unemployment (officially
about 10 percent in the mid-1990s, with the public
sector accounting for almost two-thirds of all jobs).
Its annual gross national product exceeds $1 billion
(U.S.), but about one-half of government revenues
are received directly from the Danish government.
Greenland suffered from recessionary economic
conditions in the late 1980s and early 1990s. It has
benefited from budget surpluses and low inflation
in recent years, but fears that overfishing might
trigger crippling fisheries depletion in the near fu-
ture are growing. In northern and eastern Green-
land, the economies of small and isolated Inuit vil-
lages are primarily based on subsistence hunting for
meat and pelts (of polar bears and seals, most nota-
bly) and fishing. In addition, the International
Whaling Commission (IWC) has granted Greenland
special permission to engage in limited ‘‘aboriginal
subsistence whaling’’ in recent years, which has
benefited some Inuit communities.

Land Tenure and Property. Community owner-
ship of land and common resources is the rule in
Inuit communities, where interdependence is a ne-
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A person collecting ice for drinking water in Qaanaaq, Greenland. In Greenland’s subarctic climate, temperatures average only fifty
degrees at the height of summer, and only along the southwest coast.

cessity for survival. In fact, Inuit families that ex-
ceed ‘‘normal’’ living standards within their com-
munity typically distribute excess goods to poorer
individuals. In non-subsistence communities such
as the capital city of Nuuk, where European influ-
ences are more pronounced, private ownership pro-
tections are stronger.

Major Industries. Greenland is heavily reliant on
fishing and related industries for its economic well-
being, and it has gained an international reputation
for being a fierce protector of its fishing rights in
recurring disputes with Canada and the European
Union. Leading fisheries include shrimp, halibut,
redfish, salmon, and haddock. Cod was formerly a
leader, but its fisheries have been decimated by
overfishing. Other important industries include ag-
riculture (sheep, vegetables) and mining. Tourism is
emerging as an important economic factor as well,
although Greenland’s remote location and short
summers are hindrances in this regard.

Trade. Most manufactured and consumer goods
available in Greenland are imported from Denmark.
Fish and fish-related products account for approxi-
mately 95 percent of all of Greenland’s exports.

Leading trading partners are Denmark, Japan, Nor-
way, the United States, and the United Kingdom.

Division of Labor. Many Greenlandic communi-
ties continue to maintain a subsistence lifestyle, in
which hunting and fishing skills are paramount.
The fishing industry is the primary employer of
both men and women in Greenland.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Social stratification within
Greenlandic communities is not a major factor,
since families typically share both common ethnic
backgrounds and similar economic circumstances.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Greenland has been a self-governing
overseas administrative division of Denmark since
1979 (Greenland holds two seats in the Danish par-
liament). It is divided into 18 separate municipal-
ities. The executive branch of Greenland’s govern-
ment is a seven-member body, known as the
Landsstyre, that is led by a prime minister. Other
members of the Landsstyre administrate depart-
ments concerned with a wide variety of areas, in-
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cluding culture, housing, telecommunications,
education, transportation, trade, and the
environment (responsibilities in the area of foreign
relations, defense, and currency remain with the
Danish government). Greenland’s legislature con-
sists of a 31-member parliament known as the
Landsting. Members are elected on the basis of pro-
portional representation to serve four-year terms.
Their responsibilities include electing Greenland’s
prime minister (usually the leader of the majority
party).

Leadership and Political Officials. Major politi-
cal parties within Greenland include: Siumut
(‘‘Forward’’), a moderate socialist party that cham-
pions Greenlandic independence within the King-
dom of Denmark; Inuit Ataqatigiit (‘‘Inuit Brother-
hood’’), which wants complete independence from
Denmark; and Atassut (‘‘Solidarity’’), which has
called for closer ties with Denmark. In recent
years, the island has been ruled by a Siumut-
Atassut coalition.

Social Problems and Control. Greenland main-
tains a system of local judicial courts, which hand
out judgements based on a Greenlandic—not Dan-
ish—criminal code. This code, which reflects tradi-
tional Inuit beliefs about punishment, avoids im-
prisoning most people found guilty of criminal
offenses. Instead, sentences usually consist of fines,
compulsory counseling, or reform centers in partic-
ularly serious cases.

Alcoholism is often cited as a significant social
problem in Greenlandic communities. This prob-
lem—common in many isolated Arctic communi-
ties around the world—is often blamed on cultural
stress, seasonal affective disorder (SAD), and genetic
intolerance of alcohol within the Inuit community
(scientists have noted that Inuit people have lower
supplies of important amino acids that break down
alcohol). Greenland’s government has tried to ad-
dress this issue by imposing restrictions on hours in
which alcohol may be sold, limiting purchases to
people 18 years or older, and launching various
education programs, but alcohol abuse remains a
serious problem in many communities.

Military Activity. The Danish military is responsi-
ble for protection of Greenland, which does not
maintain its own force.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Denmark bankrolls an extensive social welfare pro-
gram that is administered by Greenland’s govern-

ment. Benefits include free health care and other
social services.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Gender roles in Inuit
communities are interchangeable in many respects.
Men and women share in many chores associated
with their subsistence-oriented lifestyles, although
responsibilities related to hunting and fishing still
tend to be divided by gender (for instance, men typi-
cally do the actual hunting, while women attend to
drying the meat, harvesting of the skins, etc.)

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Inuit
society has traditionally placed greater value on
boys than girls, and these attitudes persist today.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. ‘‘Arranged’’ marriages are not un-
known, but most unions are by choice. Most mar-
riages are monogamous, but some men do maintain
marriages with more than one wife at a time.

Domestic Unit. Immediate family units are usu-
ally modest in size (average two children per fam-
ily).

Kin Groups. Extended families are very important
in Greenlandic communities. These kin groups treat
resources as communal property. For example, food
obtained from hunting and fishing is generally di-
vided up equally among families of a kin group. But
Inuit families also form alliances outside their kin
group. These alliances, which stem from histori-
cal—and present-day—concerns about survival,
are carefully maintained through rituals of respect
and gift-giving.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Inuit place great importance on the
time of year in which children are born. Winter
children (axigirn) and summer children (aggirn) are
greeted with very different birth rituals, ranging
from first foods eaten to selection of garments to
clothe them.

Child Rearing and Education. As Greenlandic
children grow older, they enjoy great freedom by
Western standards. ‘‘Greenlanders believe their chil-
dren are born with complete personalities and are
endowed as a birthright with the wisdom, survival
instinct, magic and intelligence of their ancestors,’’
explain Swaney and Cornwallis. According to this
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Laundry hanging at a farm in Jakobshavn. Most Greenlandic homes are constructed of stone, sod, or wood.

traditional perspective emphasizing ancestral links,
punishing children for misbehavior is an insult to
their ancestors.

Education is compulsory and free for all Green-
landic children between the ages of 6 and 15. Educa-
tion standards are identical to those in place in Den-
mark. Once children complete their primary school
education (where courses of instruction include the
handling of firearms, an essential skill in many
subsistence communities), secondary education is
available at boarding schools. Vocational school
training is also available. Many of these schools
emphasize training youths for careers in the fishing
industry, but classes in construction, business, and
metalworking are also available. Greenland relies
heavily on Danish teachers and administrators to
keep their school system operational.

Higher Education. Students who wish to con-
tinue their education at the university level usually
attend college in Denmark. The lone university on
the island is Greenland University (Ilisimatusarfik)
in Nuuk.

ETIQUETTE

Greenlanders are friendly of temperament, albeit
more restrained in their social interactions than

most Westerners. Their strong sense of etiquette is
guided by traditional Inuit beliefs and customs.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The majority of the Greenlandic
population is associated with the Lutheran Church,
which is the national church of Denmark. But tradi-
tional Inuit spiritual beliefs remain strong in many
of Greenland’s remote communities.

Rituals and Holy Places. Members of Greenlandic
communities continue to practice a wide range of
rituals handed down from their ancestors. These
range from giving ritualistic thanks to bears,
whales, and other creatures after they have been
slain by hunting expeditions to taboos on mixing
food and clothing associated with the winter
months with those associated with the summer
season.

Death and the Afterlife. The Lutheran religion as
practiced in Greenland and other nations is based on
a belief in the ultimate authority of God. It places
great importance on the life of Jesus and the au-
thority of the Bible, and emphasizes the doctrine of
salvation through faith.
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Communities are typically tightly clustered, and solitude is considered totally undesirable.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Free health care, subsidized by the Danish govern-
ment, is available to all Greenlanders. In most of
Greenland’s small, widely dispersed communities,
however, this care is quite limited in scope. The
largest hospital in Greenland is Queen Ingrid’s Hos-
pital in Nuuk.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Secular holidays celebrated in Greenland include La-
bour Day (1 May), Danish Constitution Day (5
June), National Day (21 June), and New Year’s Eve
and Day.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Artists and writers in Green-
land enjoy some official support from the Green-
landic and Danish governments, which see the arts
as an important element of efforts to increase tour-
ism. The greatest reason for the continued vitality
of Greenlandic arts, however, is the Inuit communi-
ties’ strong artistic tradition.

Literature. Greenland’s long tradition of oral
storytelling (stories and songs) has always con-

cerned itself primarily with explaining Inuit myths
and standards of moral behavior, as well as the
relationship between the Inuit people and the
creatures (seal, bear, walrus, whale, fox, etc.) on
which they relied for survival. This tradition re-
mains a viable one in Greenlandic communities, and
its most talented practitioners are respected figures.
Written literature is less established in Greenland,
but reading and writing are increasingly popular
pastimes.

Graphic Arts. Greenland enjoys a distinguished
place in the world of native graphic arts. Traditional
Inuit clothing features intricate handmade designs,
traditional materials, and festive colors. Inuit artists
also specialize in the creation of tupilak, small wood
or bone carvings of supernatural creatures or arctic
animals that have their origins in the island’s pre-
Christian era.

Performance Arts. As with most other artistic ex-
pression in Greenland, performance arts often focus
on various aspects of the traditional Inuit hunting
and fishing culture. But modern performance art is
also present in Greenland in the form of pop music
groups, modern dance, etc.
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CULTURE NAME

Grenadian

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Carib Indians violently dis-
placed the Arawak (Taino) tribes around 1000 C.E.
and called the island Camerhogne, until they also
were driven out. In 1300, Alonso de Hojeda, Am-
erigo Vespucci, and Juan de la Cosa named the
island Mayo while on a mapping mission. Christo-
pher Columbus named the island Concepción when
he spotted it in 1498. The name ‘‘Granada’’ was
used on maps until the mid-1600s. To the French,
the island was known as La Grenade; to the English,
Grenada became the permanent title in 1763.

Location and Geography. Grenada is an island of
volcanic origin in the Lesser Antilles chain ninety
miles north of Venezuela. Grenada measures four-
teen miles across and twenty-six miles top to bot-
tom for a total land area of 121 square miles—133
square miles when Carriacou and Petit Martinique
are included. Dense rain forest, a jagged coastline,
picturesque beaches, and brilliant foliage are en-
hanced by a mild climate. The wet season lasts from
July through September, and the dry season lasts
from October through June. Rainfall can be quite
heavy but generally does not last long. Grenada’s
southern position protects it from hurricanes. The
capital is Saint George’s.

Demography. The population of Grenada was
97,008 in the year 2000, with more than 42 percent
of the people under age fifteen and 4 percent over
age sixty-five. The youth of the population is re-
flected in the growing popularity of Western cul-
ture and the slow disintegration of the traditional
culture. Only a few elderly people in the countryside
can speak the French-based Creole (in patois,
Kweyol) language. However, literary circles are
campaigning to expose schoolchildren to the Creole
language. Forty-four percent of the population lives

outside the urban areas. Saint George’s has a popu-
lation of 4,439.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official language is
Standard English—patois is very rarely spoken to-
day. Attempts to revive the French-based patois
have not been successful.

Symbolism. The common symbol, which appears
on the flag and drives the economy, is nutmeg. As
the major export and job provider, nutmeg is an
integral part of island life. The flag also displays
seven stars in yellow on a red background. Six of the
stars are positioned around the flag’s border and
represent the six parishes named for Saints David,
Andrew, Patrick, Mark, John, and Paul. A single
star in the center stands for Saint George’s Borough,
where the capital is located. Nutmeg appears in a
field of green to the left of the flag’s center. The
colors were selected to reflect the natural beauty of
the island and the characteristics of its people. Red
stands for courage and vitality, yellow represents
wisdom and warmth, and green represents agricul-
ture and the island’s rich vegetation. These are also
the colors of the Rastafarian religion.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The earliest settlers mi-
grated from the Amazonian basin of South Amer-
ica. This Amerindian descent is still evident in the
northern countryside where pottery and other In-
dian crafts are made with traditional methods.
Eighty-two percent of the inhabitants are of African
origin, descendants of the African slaves who were
brought to work the European-owned plantations.
Five percent of the people are descended from Asian
Indians also brought to the island as indentured ser-
vants. The remaining 13 percent of the people are of
mixed ancestry, including European and American
immigrants.

Long before Columbus sighted the island, the
Amazonian Indians had established a tradition of
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territorial dispute. Arawak and Carib Indians origi-
nally settled the island around 1100 C.E. After the
Caribs defeated the Arawaks, they were conquered
by the French in 1651. Rather than submit to con-
quest, men, women, and children leapt to their
death off of a precipice now known as Carib’s Leap.
The Treaty of Paris of 1763 ceded Grenada to Great
Britain. Sixteen years later the French took the
island back by force. In 1783, the Treaty of Ver-
sailles awarded Grenada again to the British. After
another one hundred years, Grenada became a
crown colony in 1877. During three hundred years
of alternating occupation, the slave population on
the sugar plantations grew and gathered strength.

As early as 1700, slaves and a small number of
‘‘Free Coloureds’’ outnumbered white Europeans
almost two to one. In the Fedon Rebellion of 1795,
Free Coloureds and slaves gathered in an unusual

display of disregard for social segregation. In 1974,
Grenada gained independence.

National Identity. Grenadians are protective of a
local culture that has resulted from a long history
of identity crisis. European customs remain an inte-
gral part of daily life. Law enforcement officers hold
the title of Her Majesty’s Royal Police, British spell-
ing is taught in schools, and the Eastern Caribbean
dollar displays the queen of England. Many names
of streets, rivers, bays, and villages reflect the years
of French occupation, along with styles of architec-
ture and food.

Ethnic Relations. Grenada shares a common Ca-
ribbean culture base with many other islands in the
Lesser Antilles, including music, literature, greet-
ings and salutations, food, and family structure.
Not unlike the United States, ethnic groups remain
somewhat segregated on Grenada. East Indian fami-
lies uphold traditions and community ties, as do the
African Caribbean island majority. East Indians are
viewed by some to own a disproportionately high
number of businesses on the island and pay a dis-
proportionately low wage. Stereotypes are chang-
ing, however, as the ethnic groups mix and inter-
marry.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

In the larger and older communities, the legacy of
French and British occupation is clearly visible. The
architectural styles reflect a strong European influ-
ence but have been modified by bright colors and
decorative accessories such as hollow eggshells
placed on the tips of a cactus branch. Windows are
the essential element of residential or commercial
buildings. Schools often do not have windows but
instead have large open frames that can be battened
down during storms. Buildings are designed to take
advantage of the Caribbean breeze while providing
shelter from the intense sunlight.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Staples such as bread, rice and
peas, fruits, and vegetables figure prominently in
the diet. Cocoa tea made from local cocoa and spices
is a popular breakfast drink. Lunch is usually a
heavier meal that may include salted cod in a
‘‘bake,’’ which is fried bread about the size and
shape of a hamburger bun. Fish is plentiful and
affordable, as is chicken. Beef is scarce. Pork is re-
served for special occasions such as Christmas,
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while goat and lamb are eaten commonly. Dishes
are seasoned heavily with local spices. The national
dish, ‘‘oil down,’’ is a stew-like concoction made in
large quantities with local vegetables such as
callalou, dasheen, breadfruit, green fig (banana),
and plantain. Pig snout, pig tail, salt mackerel, crab,
and ‘‘back and neck’’ of chicken are popular addi-
tions. The boullion is a mixture of coconut milk,
saffron, water, and seasonings.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Meals
are social occasions, and holidays such as Christmas
are spent visiting family, friends, and neighbors,
with small ‘‘meals’’ eaten at each stop. Beef, spice
cakes, and guava cheese are popular fare. Foods
such as ham are expensive and often reserved for
just the very important holidays, such as Christ-
mas. Boudin, or blood sausage, is also a holiday
favorite, along with a sweet ground cornmeal cake,
which is cooked in the wrapped leaves of the banana
tree and served tied with a string like a little gastro-
nomic gift. A shot of local rum or creamy rum grog
is a traditional accompaniment.

Basic Economy. The currency is the Eastern Carib-
bean Dollar. Approximately 2.68/2.70 Eastern Ca-
ribbean dollars are equivalent to one U.S. dollar.
Basic foods are readily available, with the possible
exception of grains. Other than nutmeg, virtually
all other products are imported. Tourism is grow-
ing rapidly.

Land Tenure and Property. Because of the pres-
ence of unmonitored squatters in rural areas, the
government has been hampered in its actions unless
a development prospect is likely. Primitive shacks
lack electricity and running water. When these
communities grow into villages, programs may be
implemented to offer the land for sale at a dis-
counted rate.

Commercial Activities. The economy is driven by
nutmeg and tourism. Other spices are produced for
local consumption and export, including mace, cin-
namon, and cloves.

Major Industries. The major industry is the pro-
duction of textiles, although they are produced in
relatively small amounts by industrial standards.
Batik, or hand-designed waxed cloth, is a popular
industry for tourism, but not widely worn by the
local population.

Trade. The majority (32 percent) of goods are ex-
ported to other Caribbean island nations. Another
20 percent of exports goes to the United Kingdom.

Virtually everything except perishable food is im-
ported, including, but not limited to, electronics,
automobiles, appliances, clothing, and non-perish-
able foods. Imports come mainly (32 percent) from
the United States.

Division of Labor. Service industries account for
29 percent of the labor force, followed by agricul-
ture with 17 percent and construction with 17 per-
cent.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Wealthy areas are inhabited
by a disproportionate number of resident for-
eigners. This situation has led the government to
impose stricter regulations on foreign investment
and the immigrant population.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Class often is
measured by the number of modern conveniences
one has. In more rural areas, a concrete ‘‘wall’’
house with modern amenities may stand next to a
corrugated shack where a family of six uses an
outdoor pipe as its only water source. When the
children from these houses leave for school in the
morning, it is nearly impossible to distinguish their
class origins. School children wear mandatory uni-
forms that are impeccably maintained even by the
poorest households.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Grenada is a parliamentary democ-
racy headed by the prime minister who heads the
ruling party and the government, which is com-
posed of thirteen appointed senators and fifteen
elected members of the House of Representatives. As
a member of the British Commonwealth, Grenada
has a governor general who is appointed by the
British monarch.

Leadership and Political Officials. Adults still
have sharp recollection of the revolution of 1979
and the violent circumstances that preceded that
upheaval. Protests just before the overthrow of the
Eric Gairy government began at the grassroots level
and enlisted schoolchildren to march in protests and
demonstrate through sit-ins.

Because of the small size of the island, it is
common for the majority of constituents to know
their local government representatives. Politicians
are accessible to the public and are expected to
uphold their campaign promises. While the major
political figures live in secure and luxurious hous-
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Shoppers and vendors at a market in St. George’s. Grenada produces a variety of vegetables and spices, and its meats include goat,
lamb, fish, chicken, and small quantities of pork and beef.

ing, the majority of politicians cannot be distin-
guished easily from their neighboring farmers or
businessmen.

Social Problems and Control. The rate of violent
crime on Grenada is low. Common crimes include
petty theft, trespassing, and drug infractions. Prison
does not confer great social stigmatism, and ex-
convicts are readily integrated back into their com-
munities unless the crime was violent or sexual.

Military Activity. The military budget is small.
Law enforcement officers often are trained in other
countries to gain military expertise.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Organizations from the United Kingdom, Canada,
the United States, and neighboring Caribbean coun-
tries assist with child care, education, teacher train-
ing, health, and human rights.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Nongovernmental organizations and other associa-
tions provide everything from medical supplies
to textbooks. Among the more visible groups are

the Rotary Club, Save the Children, Crossroads,
Peace Corps, Grenada Education (GRENED), Pro-
gramme for Adolescent Mothers, and the New Life
Organisation.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Women are begin-
ning to dominate professions such as banking while
maintaining a presence in banana fields and at nut-
meg processing stations. Financial necessity forces
women to support their families. Women are still
expected to perform traditional household duties
such as cleaning and laundry. Men hold traditional
jobs in construction, mechanics, and shipping in
which it is unheard of to hire women.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. While
women work in politics and professional trades,
men are still socially dominant. Typically, after a
husband and wife have finished work, the man un-
winds at the local rum shop with his friends while
the woman attends to household duties.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage is a strong institution in this
predominantly Catholic country. Men are expected
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Laundry remains a traditionally female task, although women have also made significant progress in professions such as banking.

to marry and produce children, but having a wife
does not preclude having a girlfriend. This practice
is beginning to change as women gain greater free-
dom through education.

Domestic Unit. The family is a powerful unit.
Houses of all sizes often contain several generations
of at least one family. Children are raised by their
parents, grandparents, siblings, and aunts and un-
cles. If a father figure is present, he most likely is the
dominant figure in the household.

Inheritance. Land is the principal unit of inheri-
tance and generally passes along the male line. Since
a woman is expected to be cared for by her husband,
the man benefits most from an inheritance.

Kin Groups. Communities act as kin groups and
are closely knit units. Immediate parents com-
monly go abroad to earn a better wage, leaving even
infant children to be raised by extended family
members, and thus, in turn, the community. Mem-
bers of a community support each other through
food exchange and resource pooling.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Infants are carried by family mem-
bers until they can maneuver on their own. Quiet

and obedient infants are the ideal. There is not a high
level of stimulation, and behavior is often modified
by corporal punishment, even at a very young age.

Child Rearing and Education. A good child does
not speak out of turn, always does his or her chores,
and earns high marks in school. At home and in the
classroom, corporal punishment is common. The
school system does not support the growing num-
ber of youths in its population. Children completing
primary school must pass a common entrance
exam to move on. Even then, there are never
enough available places for student demand. The
number of children forced to drop out of school as a
result has sparked the growing popularity of
‘‘alternative’’ or trade/skill schools.

Higher Education. Education beyond primary or
secondary levels is a luxury that few people can
afford. Scholarships or a sponsoring relative abroad
is often the only way to reach the college level. An
American medical school offers two scholarships a
year to local residents.

ETIQUETTE

Salutations are an important part of daily etiquette
even among strangers. Public displays of affection
are common among schoolchildren, particularly
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A house in Sauteurs, Grenada. French and British occupation
have strongly influenced Grenadian architecture.

those of the same sex. It is not uncommon to see
girls holding hands on the street and boys walk-
ing with their arms draped around each other’s
shoulders. Public transportation may require pas-
sengers to sit practically on top of one another.
Preferential treatment is almost always granted to
women, particularly the aged and those with small
children.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Grenada is predominantly Ro-
man Catholic (53 percent), with Protestants ac-
counting for 33 percent of the population. Among
Christians, a substantial number believe to some
extent in obeah, or white magic. Newspapers occa-
sionally report a spirit who has been raised and is
haunting some section of the island.

Religious Practitioners. Priests and clergy, as
well as obeah agents, are respected for their higher
calling or ability to cast a spell.

Rituals and Holy Places. Churches are formidable
institutions where the majority of religious ceremo-
nies take place.

Death and the Afterlife. A funeral is a social
occasion to honor the deceased with a banquet of
food and drink. The Day of the Dead is celebrated
by the family and friends of the departed. Food,
drink, and music may be brought to the graveyard
and enjoyed amid the glow of candles throughout
the night.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Local remedies are sought with great frequency,
and herbs and medicinal plants are widely accepted
as having healing powers. The island’s bio-medical
facilities are substandard.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Holidays and celebrations reflect the influence of
religion, particularly Roman Catholicism. The most
important holiday is Carnival, which traditionally
is celebrated on the weekend culminating on Ash
Wednesday. Carnival is now celebrated during the
second week of August to generate tourism from
neighboring islands. It also coincides with Rainbow
City, a celebration in the parish of Saint Andrew’s
that commemorates Emancipation Day. Other
major holidays and celebrations include New Year’s
Day on 1 January, Independence Day on 7 Febru-
ary, Labour Day on 1 May, the Grenada Jazz Festi-
val in June, Fisherman’s Day on 29 June, the
Carriacou Regatta in July and August, Emancipa-
tion Days in August, Thanksgiving on 25 October,
and Boxing Day on 26 December.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The arts are supported
largely by tourists, expatriates, and islanders.

Literature. Crick-crack stories often include the
spider character Anansi and his friends. These sto-
ries are similar to fairy tales and have both oral and
written traditions. They often are shared in groups,
with the storyteller beginning ‘‘Crick,’’ and the au-
dience replying ‘‘Crack.’’

Graphic Arts. Paintings include oil, watercolors,
and standard other mediums, but what sets Gre-
nadian art apart is the ‘‘canvas’’ used for various
paints. Cloth, bamboo, calabash, cutlass, wood,
metal, and many other materials can be used by the
Grenadian artist as painting surfaces. Ordinary ob-
jects beautifully painted with bright Caribbean
colors are a common sight. Local art events usually
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occur in Saint George’s because of its accessibility
and population of art patrons.

Performance Arts. Drama, dance, and music are
popular, and performances sometimes occur during
festivals and at small theaters.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Higher education, particularly in the sciences, is not
adequate. Tuition costs and fees prevent the major-
ity of Grenadians from attending the American
medical school. Cuba and the United Kingdom pro-
vide scholarship and exchange programs.
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CULTURE NAME

Guadeloupean

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Before its discovery by Christopher Columbus in
1493, the island was called Karukera (‘‘island of
beautiful waters’’) by the Caribs.

ORIENTATION

Identification. Columbus named the island after
the Spanish sanctuary Santa Maria de Guadalupe de
Estremadura.

Location and Geography. Guadeloupe is an archi-
pelago of eight inhabited islands in the Lesser An-
tilles, between the tropical Atlantic and the Carib-
bean Sea. The two principal islands, Basse-Terre and
Grande-Terre, are separated by a channel, the
Rivière Salée. The capital, Basse-Terre, is on the
western wing; the commercial center, Pointe-á-
Pitre, is on the eastern wing. The other islands,
known as ‘‘dependencies,’’ are Marie-Galante, la
Désirade, Petite-Terre (uninhabited), and the archi-
pelago Les Saintes, along with Saint Barthélemy and
the northern half of Saint Martin to the north. The
total area is 660 square miles (1,705 square kilome-
ters). Grande-Terre, essentially limestone, consists
of plateaus, plains, and hills (mornes). Basse-Terre is
volcanic with high mountains and a tropical rain
forest. The climate is humid and tropical with a dry
season from January to May and a wet season from
June to December.

Demography. The total population in 1997 was
estimated to be 428,044 with a density of 650 in-
habitants per square mile (251 per square kilome-
ter) and a growth rate of 1.5 percent annually. Until
recently, population growth was steady because of
high levels of fertility and declining mortality as a
result of better hygiene and medicine. The youth of
the population and high unemployment situation

spurred government attempts to control the popu-
lation through subsidized family-planning pro-
grams and a policy of emigration in the period
1961–1981. The majority of the population is of
African descent, with a substantial East Indian mi-
nority and smaller groups of Syro-Lebanese and
white Creoles (blancs-pays). In the outlying island
dependencies there are distinctive white populations
in La Désirade and Saint-Barthélemy and light-
skinned inhabitants in Les Saintes.

Linguistic Affiliation. French is the official lan-
guage of administration and education, but Guade-
loupeans speak a French-lexified Creole that dates
back to the time of colonization and slavery. In the
1970s and 1980s, Creole became a critical symbol in
the nationalist claim for independence from France.
Today all social strata recognize the value of Creole
in cultural revitalization. Other languages play
symbolic roles for ethnic minorities. Syro-Lebanese
residents frequently listen to Arabic-language radio
stations, and songs and prayers in Tamil have sur-
vived in Hindu religious ceremonies.

Symbolism. Creole, drum music, food specialties,
and the celebration of carnival operate alongside
symbols of the French hegemonic presence such as
the tricolor flag and the French national anthem.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. In the pre-Columbian
period, Arawaks and later Caribs moved to the re-
gion from coastal South America. European explo-
ration led to conquest, to colonization, to the eradi-
cation of the indigenous population, to the
introduction of sugarcane cultivation, and a planta-
tion economy that was dependent on African slave
labor. Under French colonial domination since
1635, with brief periods of English occupation,
Guadeloupe was shaped by French politics. The first
abolition of slavery (1794–1802) and the almost
total elimination of the white plantocracy during
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the French Revolution had far-reaching social and
economic consequences. After the final abolition of
slavery in 1848, a crisis of labor and capital led to
the introduction of Indian indentured laborers, to
the entry of metropolitan capital, and to the central-
ization of the sugar industry.

During the twentieth century, the local popula-
tion of color sought to redress political, social, and
economic inequalities. With the passage of the As-
similationist Law on 19 March 1946, Guadeloupe
became an overseas department of France. This pro-
cess ushered in wide-scale transplantation of French
administrative and political superstructures and ed-
ucational and social security systems. Integration
with France precipitated a decline in both export and
subsistence agriculture, a growth in the service
sector, a rise in unemployment, massive emigra-
tion, and increasing tensions between Guadelou-
peans and metropolitan French. In 1974, Guade-
loupe was designated a region, ushering in a policy
of decentralization.

National Identity. The revolutionary hero Louis
Delgrès, who committed suicide in 1802 rather than
be subjugated to the restoration of slavery, is
credited with starting the formation of a national
consciousness. The first independence movements
had their origins in Antillean student organizations
in France and the decolonization movement after
World War II. The Groupe d’Organisation Nationale

de la Guadeloupe was formed in the mid-1960s; in
the early 1970s the independentist party—the
Union pour la Libération de la Guadeloupe—was
founded, and in 1981 the Mouvement Populaire
pour une Guadeloupe Indépendante was created.
Nationalist activity has focused on political demon-
strations, trade-union strikes, electoral abstention,
and affirmations of cultural difference. The mar-
ginal support nationalists enjoyed in the 1980s has
eroded with decentralization.

Ethnic Relations. Relations between the black
majority and the East Indian minority are basically
devoid of tension. Politics and culture remain arenas
of debate as a result of increased French integration
and the growing presence of the European Union.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Colonialism created different levels of culture, ar-
chitecture, and the use of space. A unique architec-
tural style was created in rural areas: the colonial
villa with a majestic gallery, verandahs, and jalou-
sied windows for ventilation and the vernacular
dwelling (case créole) of two or three rooms with a
kitchen, yard, and garden. These wooden huts have
been supplanted by hurricane-resistant cement
houses of one or two stories. The traditional dichot-
omy between rural and urban landscapes has be-
come less visible as cities and industrial zones ex-
pand and suburbs are created. Urban architecture
has evolved over time from French military, ecclesi-
astical, and colonial administrative architecture in
the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries to public
works in the 1930s, postwar construction such as
low-income public housing, and a modern style in-
fluenced by local architects who are adapting con-
temporary construction principles to a tropical
environment.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Food reveals Amerindian, Afri-
can, East Indian, and French cultural influences.
Traditional foods include manioc flour, root crops,
breadfruit, avocado, green bananas, peas and beans,
okra, curried meats, salted codfish, fish, and tropi-
cal fruits. Creole cooking uses hot peppers and
spices but has been influenced by French cooking
and imported foodstuffs.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Special
dishes for ceremonial occasions include pork, blood
sausage, pigeon peas, rum punches (Christmas),

G U A D E L O U P E

9 1 6



salted codfish, crab calalou, rice (Easter and Pente-
cost), cakes and chaudeau (marriages, baptisms,
First Communions), and curried goat on banana
leaves (Indian ceremonies).

Basic Economy. Agriculture has declined signifi-
cantly as a percentage of the gross domestic prod-
uct. Commerce and services now represent 77.9
percent of the total economy. Agricultural produc-
tivity is constrained by natural calamities, by the
absence of crop diversification, and by rural and
agricultural exodus. The primary sector (agricul-
ture and fishing) employs less than 8 percent of the
active working population.

Land Tenure and Property. In 1996, 30 percent
of the total land area was under cultivation, with
sugarcane and bananas the main crops. While
the majority of farms registered in 1989 were
small, large farms comprise one-quarter of the
total cultivated land. Most of the farms registered in
1989 were small. Agricultural land is owned indi-
vidually or jointly, sharecropped, or rented, and the
number of farmers and the amount of land under
cultivation have declined consistently. Small
farmers produce for the local market, and many
people in the countryside maintain small gardens or
fruit trees.

Commercial Activities. The weakness of the pro-
ductive apparatus has caused a serious trade imbal-
ance. In 1997, exports were only 7.4 percent of
imports; this has been compensated by the transfer
of public funds from France. Imports and exports
circulate primarily within the French national terri-
tory, with the European union being a secondary
partner. Guadeloupe exports principally agricul-
tural products and processed food; most manufac-
tured goods, equipment, and the majority of food-
stuffs are imported.

Major Industries. Industrial production remains
weak, essentially represented by small enter-
prises. The manufacturing sector involves primar-
ily food processing and energy. Close to half of
industrial production originates in building and
public works.

Division of Labor. In 1997, the workforce con-
sisted of 125,900 employed and 52,700 unem-
ployed persons. Jobs are increasingly concentrated
in the civil service sector. A major problem is youth
unemployment, with persons aged fifteen to
twenty-nine accounting for 43 percent of the un-
employed.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Social differentiation is based
on education, professional orientation, culture, and
wealth. Income differentials have been aggravated
by inflated civil service salaries that allow greater
consumption of imported and luxury goods.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Status markers
are linked to consumption patterns and include
cars, the type and size of house, leisure activities
such as travel abroad and sports, clothing style, and
language.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Political authority resides in a prefect
appointed by the French president, and two
subprefects. The Minister for the Overseas Depart-
ments and Territories is attached to the French Min-
istry of the Interior. There are forty-three cantons
(electoral divisions) from which legislative leaders of
the two local assemblies are elected by direct univer-
sal suffrage. The Regional Council is the most im-
portant local assembly, and the influence of the
General Council, or departmental assembly, has de-
clined. Each commune has an elected mayor and a
municipal council. Two senators and four deputies
serve in the French National Assembly.

Leadership and Political Officials. Political par-
ties are distinguished chiefly by their stands on na-
tional and social issues. Party orientation follows
three main currents: anti-assimilationist/regional-
ist, autonomist, and independentist. Several parties
are formally linked to traditional right-wing parties
in France; others are local formations, while the far-
left parties are Trotskyist. The anti-assimilationist
left is split between a center left committed to auton-
omy and a far left committed to independence and
‘‘socialism.’’ The debate on island status issue is fo-
cused on whether to merge the two assemblies into a
single local assembly. In December 1999, the presi-
dents of the Regional Councils of Guadeloupe, Mar-
tiniques, and French Guiana united in support of
autonomy. Personality is important in politics,
where patron-client and kin ties play key roles.

Social Problems and Control. Guadeloupe is sub-
ject to French law and is part of the French judicial
system. There are municipal and national police as
well as gendarmeries in each commune. In the past,
crimes were limited to domestic or local disputes
and frequently were handled out of court. Vandal-
ism, burglary, and drug trafficking have become
more common as a result of increased economic
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Houses and boats along the shore in the fishing village of Bourg, Terre-de-Haut, Iles des Saintes, Guadeloupe. Agriculture and
fishing combined employ less than 8 percent of Guadeloupe’s workforce.

development and class differentiation. Informal
methods of social control include gossip, public def-
amation, and the use of sorcery.

Military Activity. The French army maintains a
presence, and there is a national guard.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The French government funds a comprehensive so-
cial security program that includes a minimum
wage, pensions, family allocations, unemployment
insurance, workers’ compensation, and health in-
surance.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

A variety of organizations operate in the villages,
towns, and cities with a focus on sports, culture,
carnival, social clubs, and labor unions.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. In the last few dec-
ades, the replacement of agriculture by a state-

subsidized economy has been accompanied by a
change in women’s occupations. While women
have entered the workforce in greater numbers, un-
employment has disproportionately affected
women and youth. With the collapse of the produc-
tive sector, most women work in administration,
education, health, services, and commercial activi-
ties. Women’s access to employment lags behind
that of men, and women are more likely to be
underemployed, to be compensated less, and to hold
fewer managerial positions.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Gender,
along with race and class, operates as an important
index of status. Although women frequently are
heads of households, they have little power outside
the home. Continued male domination is mani-
fested by weak political representation of women
and their marginalization in the workforce. Femi-
nism and women’s reproductive rights have only
recently gained a foothold with the formation of
women’s associations.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Domestic Unit. Family organization and the do-
mestic unit are strongly influenced by socioeco-
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A produce vendor working at a large fruit stand in Basse-
Terre. Bananas are a major crop for Guadeloupe.

nomic status. In many domestic units the woman
occupies a central position; the man is marginal or
completely absent, and the mother-child bond
strong. Unions are unstable, and sexual relations
are often polygamous, with a high percentage of
children born outside legal marriage. Coexisting
with the matrifocal model is the Western model of
the stable, nuclear family, frequently unified
through marriage. While there is greater control
over fertility and a decrease in adolescent mothers,
other trends are also occurring: a decrease in mar-
riage, an increase in divorce, a pattern of coha-
bitation occurring later in the life cycle, and a rise of
single-parent families.

Inheritance. Inheritance follows French law,
which distinguishes between legitimate children
with full rights of inheritance, recognized children
who are disadvantaged in inheritance if there are
legitimate heirs, and ‘‘natural’’ children born of un-
married parents with no rights of inheritance from
the father.

Kin Groups. Within the extended family, relations
of blood and marriage create a wide circuit of social
contacts, including grandparents, godparents
(through baptism), cousins, aunts and uncles, half
siblings, and neighbors.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. From the moment of birth an infant is
showered with attention and care by family mem-
bers and extended kin. Frequently an older sibling, a
grandmother, or another adult in the family is ac-
tively involved in the care of an infant, particularly
if the mother works or is a single parent. Baptism
occurs within the first few months after birth.

Child Rearing and Education. Child rearing va-
ries with the type of family, the persons in the
family, the relationships in the household, the so-
cioeconomic class, and the social milieu. Children
participate actively and very early in family life and
have responsibilities that vary with age and gender.
Being obedient, helpful, polite, and well dressed is
valued, and strict discipline frequently is enforced
with punishment. School is compulsory from ages
two to sixteen. Education is highly valued as a
means of social mobility. However, the school sys-
tem is marked by high failure rates, repeating
classes, and students who are below grade level.

Higher Education. The Université des Antilles-
Guyane operates a campus in Guadeloupe. Many
Antilleans undertake university education in
France, which is considered prestigious.

ETIQUETTE

Guadeloupeans are known for hospitality, with an
emphasis on food, drink, music, and dancing. Ca-
sual conversations often are conducted in Creole.
People greet each other by kissing or by shaking
hands. The style of life favors multiple social con-
tacts, and interaction is filled with conviviality and
humor—with bantering and flirtation between the
sexes. Traditional values emphasize ‘‘reputation’’
for men and ‘‘respect’’ for women.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The Catholic Church is the dom-
inant organized religion, with its own doctrine,
rites, social organization, history, and calendar.
Since World War II, Protestant sects such as Evan-
gelists, Adventists, and Baptists have competed with
the Catholic Church for congregations. Although
the cosmology, myths, and theological systems
from Africa did not survive, African magico-
religious practices and superstitions are prevalent.
Many people still believe in the forces of good and
evil, spirits and supernatural creatures with pow-
ers. Hindu religious rituals are being reactivated
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A cruise ship docked at the end of a crowded street in Pointe-à-Pitre, Guadeloupe.

among certain segments of the East Indian popula-
tion.

Religious Practitioners. In the Catholic Church,
metropolitan priests generally outnumber Antil-
lean. Liberation theology is practiced by local
priests, but most priests are conservative. Parish-
ioners also frequent the services of quimboiseurs
(sorcerers) for counsel in affairs of the heart and
problems in social relations and in times of sickness.
Marabouts (sorcerers from Francophone Africa) are
active in urban areas.

Rituals and Holy Places. Each village, town, and
city has its own church and cemetery where the
dead are remembered on All Saints’ Day (1 Novem-
ber). There is a Hindu temple in Capesterre Belle-Eau
and smaller temples in the countryside.

Death and the Afterlife. Funeral wakes are cus-
tomary, and the deceased is celebrated with
drumming, riddles, storytelling, and rum. Among
East Indians, a funeral generally is followed by
forty days of fasting.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Modern Western medical practices coexist with tra-
ditional healing methods and the use of medicinal

plants. Popular discourse on the body and illness
includes notions of ‘‘hot’’ and ‘‘cold.’’ While people
acknowledge that illness can be attributed to natu-
ral causes, there is also a belief in the supernatural
causation of illnesses and unhappiness. Whereas in
the past, people often used personal and family
remedies, visited the local healer if there were no
results, and only then resorted to the pharmacy,
dispensary, or hospital, today people rely more on
Western remedies.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Each town or village observes its own annual fête
patronale. Islandwide celebrations include French
national holidays such as Labor Day (1 May), Bas-
tille Day (14 July), and New Year’s Day (1 January)
as well as the local celebration of Carnival (linked to
the religious calendar) and the anniversary of the
Abolition of Slavery (27 May).

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Artists and writers often receive support from the
French state. There is a private school of music, and
music pervades the culture. Local record labels pro-
mote Antillean bands. With the renewed interest in
Creole, traditional oral culture is being revived;
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there are annual poetry competitions in French and
Creole. A regional literature has developed that is
receiving recognition overseas.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

At the Université des Antilles-Guyane campus in
Guadeloupe, natural and biological sciences are
taught along with juridical sciences and law. A
number of research centers focus on Caribbean
studies.
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CULTURE NAME

Chamorro

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Guamanian

ORIENTATION

Identification. Guam is the southernmost island
in the Mariana Islands chain. The Chamorro people
and their language are indigenous throughout the
archipelago.

Location and Geography. Guam, the largest
island in Micronesia, is fifteen hundred miles south-
east of Tokyo and six thousand miles west of San
Francisco. It has an area of 212 square miles, (550
square kilometers). A high limestone plateau forms
the northern regions. The southern region is of vol-
canic origin, with a mountainous terrain of red clay
hills, waterfalls, rivers, and streams.

Demography. Guam suffered radical depopulation
in the late 1600s, when wars against the Spanish
and diseases introduced by Spanish settlers resulted
in the death of almost 95 percent of the population.
Precolonial estimates of the population of the Mar-
iana Islands range from forty thousand to one-
hundred thousand. Spanish settlement in 1668, re-
sulted in a population decline to three thousand by
1700. The population in 1990 was nearly 150,000,
a six fold increase since 1940, largely as a result of
immigration after 1965. In 1990, only 43 percent
of the population was of Chamorro ancestry. The
largest immigrant population is from the Philip-
pines, followed by American military personnel and
other Asian immigrants.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Chamorro language,
which is spoken throughout the Mariana Islands, is
an Austronesian language.

Symbolism. The most enduring symbol is the latte
stone, a megalithic structure used to elevate houses
in the precolonial period. First built around C.E. 800,
latte stones are large coral blocks composed of two
pieces: a trapezoidal stone pillar called a haligi, and a
hemispherical cap called a tasa that rests atop the
haligi. Because construction of these stones was
time and labor consuming, their production ceased
after the onset of wars against Spanish colonizers.
The latte stone has become a symbol of Chamorro
strength, pride, resistance, and survival.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. In 1521, Ferdinand
Magellan landed on Guam. In 1565, Spain claimed
the Mariana Islands, but a colonial settlement was
not founded until 1668. After four years of conflict,
the leader of the Jesuit mission was killed by Cha-
morros, leading to thirty years of warfare. Spain
maintained a colonial presence until 1898, and con-
temporary Chamorro culture evidences much His-
panic influence, particularly the preeminence of the
Roman Catholic Church.

In 1898, the United States military replaced
Spanish rule as a consequence of the Spanish-Amer-
ican War. For the next fifty years, the United States
Navy ruled in a nondemocratic, authoritarian fash-
ion. The entire island was designated a naval base,
and villagers were expected to conform to naval
standards of hygiene and decorum. No political or
civil rights were granted to the people until after
World War II.

Japanese military forces invaded in 1944. For
two and a half years, the Chamorro were forced to
provide food and labor to the Japanese military.

The 1944 U.S. military campaign to reoccupy
Guam resulted in many ambivalent encounters.
Chamorros were elated to see their lives restored to
postwar normalcy, but many were disappointed
when their lands were seized by the U.S. military.
By 1948, the U.S. military and other federal agen-
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cies had taken 42 percent of the land, primarily for
military bases, but also for restricted recreational
areas. The military still controls more than one-
third of Guam’s land. In over a century of United
States rule, the Chamorro have never had an oppor-
tunity to decide their political status. Guam remains
a colony of the United States, officially classified as
an unincorporated territory. A sovereignty move-
ment has sought self-determination for the last two
decades.

National Identity. Chamorros have a dual iden-
tity as the indigenous people of the Mariana Islands

and a part of the United States. The value of
inafa’maolek, literally translates as ‘‘to make good’’
and connotes a spirit of interdependence and cooper-
ation. This concept bonds people to the idea that
residents can live peacefully and productively when
they act in the interests of the group rather than the
individual.

Ethnic Relations. After the 1970s, ethnic tension
between Chamorros and Filipinos became pro-
nounced. Today, there is tension between a growing
population of islanders from the Federated States of
Micronesia and various indigenous groups. These
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tensions are exhibited more in the form of racial
jokes than in violent acts.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The latte stone house is the best known form of
traditional architecture. Eight to twelve stones are
used for each house, lined up in parallel rows of four
to six. The stones range from four to sixteen feet
high and weigh forty thousand to sixty thousand
pounds. The houses built on top of the megaliths
were typically long and narrow.

Modern houses are typically concrete struc-
tures able to withstand typhoons. Many families
live in rural clan compounds where many members
of the extended family live in close proximity. The
immigrant population dominates the urban areas,
living in apartment complexes and condominiums.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Food is a significant part of the
cultural economy, reflecting an affinity with the
land. Sharing food is part of a system of reciprocity
based on a sense of perpetual interpersonal obliga-
tion. Daily foods include traditional staples such as
rice, fish, breadfruit, and taro, in addition to grow-
ing quantities of imported foods such as canned
goods, and fresh and frozen meats and vegetables,
readily available for purchase at local grocery stores.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Each
village celebrates the feast day of its patron saint.
These fiestas draw large crowds, with prolific
amounts of food prepared for reciprocal exchanges
among clan members and friends. Killing a pig or
cow and preparing vegetable and seafood dishes are
typical aspects of a fiesta.

Basic Economy. By circulating items of food and
other material goods, and lending support when
labor is needed, Chamorros maintain and
strengthen links of kin and friendship. During fu-
nerals, family members and friends give food, ser-
vice, and money for nine days after the death. The
family of the deceased acknowledges this support
by reciprocating with money, goods, or services
when those families are in need.

Guam’s modern economy revolves around a
growing cash sector and wage labor employment,
particularly in the government and tourist industries.
Guam’s national currency is the U.S. dollar, and U.S.
federal government spending and local government
expenditures fuel Guam’s domestic spending.

Land Tenure and Property. Land traditionally
was owned by the clan as a corporate group. Dur-
ing the reoccupation by the U.S. military, almost
half the island was taken by the American govern-
ment. These acts dispossessed many Chamorros,
who had few assets other than land. The United
States Congress later established private ownership
of land.

Commercial Activities. Most residents work for
wages and there is subsistence farming of bananas,
papaya, guava, mango, breadfruit, and taro. The
government funded by local taxes and U.S. federal
tax transfers employs the largest proportion of the
adult population, while hotels, the service industry,
and the military also employ large numbers.

Major Industries. The tourist industry is the larg-
est private sector source of income. Hotels, restau-
rants, and entertainment provide for millions of
tourists, primarily from Japan.

Trade. Imports exceed exports in value by 17 to 1,
as almost all of the island’s manufactured goods are
imported from the United States and Japan.

Division of Labor. Both men and women work in
the wage economy. In the nonwage sector, men and
women share agricultural responsibilities, while
men also engage in fishing and hunting. Women
have traditionally managed family resources, in-
cluding land and food.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Chamorro society empha-
sizes respect for the elderly. The practice of
manngingi, (‘‘to smell’’) entails sniffing the right
hand of an elderly person to express one’s deep re-
gard. Before colonial rule, Chamorros recognized
the power and authority of clan elders. Informal
positions of authority were granted to elders who
commanded the respect of their clan members. El-
ders could pool the labor and material resources of
their clans in times of need.

The class system has two categories: the
manakhilo (‘‘high people’’) and manakpapa’ (‘‘low
people’’). The manakhilo includes wealthy families
from the capital of Hagåtñta who have held posi-
tions of power since the colonial era.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Class lines are
not strict because most clans have members in both
social classes, and the rich and the poor tend to live
side by side within family compounds in rural vil-
lages. Those outside the clan compound may live in
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modern housing subdivisions that congregate peo-
ple along economic lines.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. In 1950, civil and political rights
were granted to the Chamorro people through the
passage of an Organic Act for Guam by the United
States Congress, which also granted U.S. citizenship
to the Chamorro. Guam is an unincorporated terri-
tory of the United States. Political life revolves
around articulating, explaining, and defining
Guam’s ambiguous relationship with the United
States. The Organic Act established a unicameral
legislature, a superior court, and a governor.

Leadership and Political Officials. Leaders are
elected and are predominantly of Chamorro eth-
nicity. These political officials come from the Demo-
cratic and Republican parties of Guam. These parties
emerged in the 1970s along cultural rather than
ideological lines. Party politics express historical clan
rivalries more than differences in political ideology.

Social Problems and Control. Uncontrolled pop-
ulation increases have contributed to a diminished
level of social welfare in the last decade.
Overcrowded schools, hospitals, housing areas, and
prisons reflect the social problems of overpopula-
tion. Unresolved land problems, unrestrained im-
migration, and indigenous rights issues, along with
substance abuse and domestic violence, are signifi-
cant sources of tension.

Military Activity. The U.S. Navy and Air Force
occupy one-third of the land and account for ap-
proximately 20 percent of the population. An air
force base, a naval base, and a naval communica-
tions center form the largest concentration of mili-
tary resources on the island.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Guam receives welfare assistance from the U.S.
government. Additionally, the local government,
the Roman Catholic church, and private organiza-
tions sponsor programs to assist victims of domes-
tic violence, homelessness, and terminal illness.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

The American Red Cross and the American Cancer
Society have offices on Guam, and privately funded
organizations address social and health problems.
Indigenous rights groups have gained international

status through the United Nations, including
groups such as Chamoru Nation and the Organiza-
tion of Peoples for Indigenous Rights.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Chamorro culture
had a balance in gender roles. Power within the clan
belonged to both the oldest son and the oldest
daughter. Women traditionally held power over the
household, while men conducted affairs in the pub-
lic sphere, including hunting and fishing. The oldest
daughter cared for her parents in their older years.
Three centuries of colonialism have created much
change, particularly in the public sphere. Men dom-
inate political offices, and women are leaders in
many social, religious, and cultural organizations.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. After
more than three centuries of colonial rule and the
dominance of the Roman Catholic church on Guam,
the relative status of men and women has changed
in favor of higher status for men’s roles. Under both
Spanish and American rule, men were selected over
women to hold positions in any public capacity,
whether in the government, business, or church.
Women’s power in the household has largely been
maintained through their control over familial re-
sources, including the paychecks of husbands and
children, and the labor resources of all family
members. In the past half century, women have
successfully found acceptance as elected officials
and leaders of numerous government and civic or-
ganizations, although men still vastly outnumber
women in positions of political leadership.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. The groom’s family sponsors the mar-
riage, providing the bride with her wedding dress
and other items of value. In addition, they throw a
party to demonstrate their ability to provide for
their new daughter. Traditionally, upon marriage,
the woman was expected to relocate to her hus-
band’s clan land, although today this practice often
is forgone in favor of whatever housing is available.

Domestic Unit. The extended family or clan, is the
core of society. The domestic unit can include
grandparents, parents, children, grandchildren,
cousins, and other relatives. The practice of poksai, a
form of adoption, is common. In this system,
childless women may raise a niece or nephew and
grandparents may exercise parental control over a
grandchild.
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Inheritance. Sons and daughters generally inherit
land and other material possessions equally from
both parents, with protections extended to the
youngest child and any unmarried children.

Kin Groups. The closest kin group consists of first
and second cousins from the mother’s and father’s
lines and may include godparents and their chil-
dren. The system of clan names allows Chamorros
to navigate relationships despite an abundance of
duplicate surnames. Clan names reflect kinship
along male and female lineages in ways that sur-
names do not. Persons with different surnames
may share a common clan name, revealing a rela-
tionship along the lineage. Generally, people place
priority in the mother’s clan line.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. While biological parents and grand-
parents are the traditional providers of infant care,
the larger extended family provides a network of
assistance. People show great affection to infants,
frequently smelling and lightly pinching, squeez-
ing, and biting babies. Chamorros believe that feel-
ings of matgodai have such spiritually powerful ef-
fects that failing to demonstrate affection can make
a baby cranky or cause illness.

Child Rearing and Education. Nearly all the
major events in a young person’s life revolve
around celebrations in clan circles. Children are so-
cialized from birth to show respect to their relatives.
While the extended family provides a network of
assistance for child rearing, some working parents
place their children in day care or preschool. There is
mandatory schooling from ages five to sixteen.

Higher Education. The University of Guam is the
only four-year accredited institution of higher
learning in the western Pacific. Most of its students
are graduates of Guam’s high schools.

ETIQUETTE

Respect for elders and authority figures is a core
cultural value. Chamorros demonstrate respect by
bending over and sniffing an older person’s right
hand.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Chamorros believe that their
ancestors have lived in the Mariana Islands since the
dawn of time. In this world view, the Mariana
Islands lie at the center of the universe and all hu-

man life began in Guam. While almost all residents
are baptized into the Roman Catholic faith or belong
to another Christian denomination, animistic beliefs
persist, including a respect for ancestral spirits, or
taotaomo’na, who are believed to occupy certain
trees and other areas in the forests. Persons entering
the jungle are expected to ask permission from the
taotaomo’na and remain quiet and respectful.
Those who offend the taotaomo’na may receive
bruises or suffer from inexplicable ailments.

Religious Practitioners. In precolonial days, per-
sons referred to as makahna mediated between the
spiritual and physical worlds. While Spanish Cath-
olic missionaries abolished these practices, many
persist. Viewed primarily as herbal healers,
suruhanu and suruhana also function as healers of
those with a variety of illnesses.

Rituals and Holy Places. Jungle areas and sites in
which latte stones are located are considered sacred.
In precolonial years people buried family members
beneath latte stones and thus ancestral spirits are
assumed to reside there. Ritual behavior in the pres-
ence of latte stones or in jungle areas includes main-
taining quiet and decorum and showing respect for
the environment.

Death and the Afterlife. Many Chamorros con-
tinue to observe ancient animistic beliefs. The
acceptance of the taotaomo’na ‘‘people of before’’
reveals an enduring belief in the existence of per-
sons’ spirits beyond their physical life. Many fami-
lies tell stories about visits from a deceased relative
whose presence has been made known through
scent, touch, or appearance. Every year on All
Soul’s Day, Chamorros remember their ancestors
by holding special memorial services and decorating
their graves with flowers, candles, photographs,
and other mementos.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Since World War II, American-trained and licensed
doctors and nurses have been the prevalent health
care professionals. Chamorro health care specialists
continue to practice health care, using a variety of
homemade herbal medicines and massage tech-
niques.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

American colonialism introduced secular celebra-
tions such as Veterans’ Day and Martin Luther
King, Jr. Day. The most widely celebrated secular
holiday is Liberation Day, commemorated each year

G U A M

9 2 6



on 21 July to observe the retaking of Guam by the
U.S. military in 1944. A parade with floats and
marching bands is staged to honor military veter-
ans and Chamorros who lived through years of
wartime terror.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The Guam Council on the
Arts and Humanities, funded by the government of
Guam, and the Guam Humanities Council, funded
by the U.S. government, sponsor a variety of cul-
tural activities. Public radio and television stations
encourage the arts. Public and private art galleries
include the Isla Center for the Arts at the University
of Guam and the Puntan Dos Amantes Gallery.

Literature. As a culture rooted in oral traditions,
Guam has little written literature. A few Chamorro
novels have been published. A literary journal pub-
lished by the university’s literature faculty moti-
vates poets and other creative writers.

Graphic Arts. There exists a growing community
of local artists, particularly in the fields of painting
and woodcarving. A number of locally owned arts
shops, such as the Guam Gallery of Art and Jill
Benavente’s Mangilao store, feature a wide variety
of locally produced art pieces.

Performance Arts. The University of Guam’s Fine
Arts Theater, Southern High School’s Performance
Center, and the Tiyan Theater are popular venues
for locally written and produced plays and musical
performances.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Support for the physical and social sciences comes
primarily through the University of Guam’s an-
nual College of Arts and Sciences Conference, the
annual High School Science Fair, and the university-
sponsored journal Micronesica, which publishes sci-
entific research.
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CULTURE NAME

Guatemalan

ALTERNATIVE NAME

Chapines

ORIENTATION

Identification. The name Guatemala, meaning
‘‘land of forests,’’ was derived from one of the
Mayan dialects spoken by the indigenous people at
the time of the Spanish conquest in 1523. It is used
today by outsiders, as well as by most citizens,
although for many purposes the descendants of the
original inhabitants still prefer to identify them-
selves by the names of their specific language dia-
lects, which reflect political divisions from the six-
teenth century. The pejorative terms indio and
natural have been replaced in polite conversation
and publication by Indı́gena. Persons of mixed or
non-indigenous race and heritage may be called La-
dino, a term that today indicates adherence to West-
ern, as opposed to indigenous, culture patterns, and
may be applied to acculturated Indians, as well as
others. A small group of African–Americans,
known as Garifuna, lives on the Atlantic coast, but
their culture is more closely related to those found
in other Caribbean nations than to the cultures of
Guatemala itself.

The national culture also was influenced by the
arrival of other Europeans, especially Germans, in
the second half of the nineteenth century, as well as
by the more recent movement of thousands of Gua-
temalans to and from the United States. There has
been increased immigration from China, Japan, Ko-
rea, and the Middle East, although those groups,
while increasingly visible, have not contributed to
the national culture, nor have many of them
adopted it as their own.

Within Central America the citizens of each
country are affectionately known by a nickname of

which they are proud, but which is sometimes used
disparagingly by others, much like the term
‘‘Yankee . ’ ’ The term ‘‘Chapı́n’ ’ (plural,
‘‘Chapines’’), the origin of which is unknown, de-
notes anyone from Guatemala. When traveling
outside of Guatemala, all its citizens define them-
selves as Guatemalans and/or Chapines. While at
home, however, there is little sense that they share a
common culture. The most important split is be-
tween Ladinos and Indians. Garifuna are hardly
known away from the Atlantic coast and, like most
Indians, identify themselves in terms of their own
language and culture.

Location and Geography. Guatemala covers an
area of 42,042 square miles (108,889 square kilom-
eters) and is bounded on the west and north by
Mexico; on the east by Belize, the Caribbean Sea,
Honduras and El Salvador; and on the south by the
Pacific Ocean. The three principal regions are the
northern lowland plains of the Petén and the adja-
cent Atlantic littoral; the volcanic highlands of the
Sierra Madre, cutting across the country from
northwest to southeast; and the Pacific lowlands, a
coastal plain stretching along the entire southern
boundary. The country has a total of 205 miles
(330 kilometers) of coastline. Between the Motagua
River and the Honduran border on the southeast
there is a dry flat corridor that receives less than
forty inches (one hundred centimeters) of rain per
year. Although the country lies within the tropics,
its climate varies considerably, depending on alti-
tude and rainfall patterns. The northern lowlands
and the Atlantic coastal area are very warm and
experience rain throughout much of the year. The
Pacific lowlands are drier, and because they are at or
near sea level, remain warm. The highlands are
temperate. The coolest weather there (locally called
‘‘winter’’) occurs during the rainy season from
May or June to November, with daily temperatures
ranging from 50 to 60 degrees Fahrenheit in the
higher altitudes, and from 60 to 70 degrees in Gua-
temala City, which is about a mile above sea level.
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‘‘Summer’’ denotes the period between February
and May, when the temperature during the day in
Guatemala City often reaches into the 80s.

The Spanish conquerors preferred the high-
lands, despite a difficult journey from the Atlantic
coast, and that is where they placed their primary
settlements. The present capital, Guatemala City,
was founded in 1776 after a flood and an earth-
quake had destroyed two earlier sites. Although the
Maya had earlier inhabited the lowlands of the Petén
and the lower Motagua River, by the time the first

Spaniards arrived, they lived primarily in the Pacific
lowlands and western highlands. The highlands are
still largely populated by their descendants. The
eastern Motagua corridor was settled by Spaniards
and is still inhabited primarily by Ladinos. Large
plantations of coffee, sugarcane, bananas, and
cardamom, all grown primarily for export, cover
much of the Pacific lowlands. These are owned by
large, usually nonresident, landholders and are
worked by local Ladinos and Indians who journey
to the coast from highland villages for the harvest.
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Demography. The 1994 census showed a total of
9,462,000 people, but estimates for 1999 reached
twelve million, with more than 50 percent living in
urban areas. The forty-year period of social unrest,
violence, and civil war (1956–1996) resulted in
massive emigration to Mexico and the United States
and has been estimated to have resulted in one mil-
lion dead, disappeared, and emigrated. Some of the
displaced have returned from United Nations refu-
gee camps in Mexico, as have many undocumented
emigrants to the United States.

The determination of ethnicity for demographic
purposes depends primarily on language, yet some
scholars and government officials use other criteria,
such as dress patterns and life style. Thus, estimates
of the size of the Indian population vary from 35
percent to more than 50 percent—the latter figure
probably being more reliable. The numbers of the
non-Mayan indigenous peoples such as the
Garifuna and the Xinca have been dwindling. Those
two groups now probably number less than five
thousand as many of their young people become
Ladinoized or leave for better opportunities in the
United States.

Linguistic Affiliation. Spanish is the official lan-
guage, but since the end of the civil war in December
1996, twenty-two indigenous languages, mostly
dialects of the Mayan linguistic family, have been
recognized. The most widely spoken are Ki’che’,
Kaqchikel, Kekchi, and Mam. A bilingual program
for beginning primary students has been in place
since the late 1980s, and there are plans to make it
available in all Indian communities. Constitutional
amendments are being considered to recognize some
of those languages for official purposes.

Many Indians, especially women and those in
the most remote areas of the western highlands,
speak no Spanish, yet many Indian families are
abandoning their own language to ensure that their
children become fluent in Spanish, which is recog-
nized as a necessity for living in the modern world,
and even for travel outside one’s village. Since the
various indigenous languages are not all mutually
intelligible, Spanish is increasingly important as a
lingua franca. The Academy of Mayan Languages,
completely staffed by Maya scholars, hopes its re-
search will promote a return to Proto-Maya, the
language from which all the various dialects de-
scended, which is totally unknown today. Ladinos
who grow up in an Indian area may learn the local
language, but bilingualism among Ladinos is rare.

In the cities, especially the capital, there are
private primary and secondary schools where for-

eign languages are taught and used along with
Spanish, especially English, German, and French.

Symbolism. Independence Day (15 September) and
15 August, the day of the national patron saint,
Marı́a, are the most important national holidays,
and together reflect the European origin of the
nation–state, as does the national anthem,
‘‘Guatemala Felı́z’’ (‘‘Happy Guatemala’’). How-
ever, many of the motifs used on the flag (the
quetzal bird and the ceiba tree); in public monu-
ments and other artwork (the figure of the Indian
hero Tecún Umán, the pyramids and stelae of the
abandoned and ruined Mayan city of Tikal, the
colorful motifs on indigenous textiles, scenes from
villages surrounding Lake Atitlán); in literature (the
novels of Nobel laureate Miguel Angel Asturias) and
in music (the marimba, the dance called son) are
associated with the Indian culture, even when some
of their elements originated in Europe or in
precolonial Mexico. Miss Guatemala, almost al-
ways a Ladina, wears Indian dress in her public
appearances. Black beans, guacamole, tortillas,
chili, and tamales, all of which were eaten before the
coming of the Spaniards, are now part of the na-
tional culture, and have come to symbolize it for
both residents and expatriates, regardless of eth-
nicity or class.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Guatemala, along with
other Central American Spanish colonies, declared
its independence on 15 September 1821. Until 1839,
it belonged first to Mexico and then to a federation
known as the United Provinces of Central America.
It was not until 1945 that a constitution guaran-
teeing civil and political rights for all people, includ-
ing women and Indians, was adopted. However,
Indians continued to be exploited and disparaged
until recently, when international opinion forced
Ladino elites to modify their attitudes and behavior.
This shift was furthered by the selection of
Rigoberta Menchú, a young Maya woman, for the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1992.

Severe repression and violence during the late
1970s and 1980s was followed by a Mayan revitali-
zation movement that has gained strength since the
signing of the Peace Accords in 1996. While Mayan
languages, dress, and religious practices have been
reintroduced or strengthened, acculturation to the
national culture has continued. Today more Indians
are becoming educated at all levels, including post-
graduate university training. A few have become
professionals in medicine, engineering, journalism,
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law, and social work. Population pressure has
forced many others out of agriculture and into cot-
tage industries, factory work, merchandising,
teaching, clerical work, and various white-collar
positions in the towns and cities. Ironically, after
the long period of violence and forced enlistment,
many now volunteer for the armed forces.

Ethnic Relations. Some Ladinos see the Indian re-
vitalization movement as a threat to their
hegemony and fear that they will eventually suffer
violence at Indian hands. There is little concrete
evidence to support those fears. Because the na-
tional culture is composed of a blend of European
and indigenous traits and is largely shared by
Maya, Ladinos, and many newer immigrants, it is
likely that the future will bring greater consolida-
tion, and that social class, rather than ethnic back-
ground, will determine social interactions.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The Spanish imposed a gridiron pattern on commu-
nities of all sizes, which included a central plaza,
generally with a public water fountain known as a
‘‘pila,’’ around which were situated a Catholic
church, government offices, and the homes of high-
ranking persons. Colonial homes included a central
patio with living, dining, and sleeping rooms lined
up off the surrounding corridors. A service patio
with a pila and a kitchen with an open fireplace
under a large chimney was located behind the gen-
eral living area. Entrances were directly off the
street, and gardens were limited to the interior
patios.

Those town and house plans persist, except that
homes of the elite now tend to be placed on the
periphery of the town or city and have modified
internal space arrangements, including second sto-
ries. An open internal patio is still popular, but
gardens now surround the house, with the whole
being enclosed behind high walls. The older, cen-
trally located colonial houses are now occupied by
offices or have been turned into rooming houses or
hotels.

Indian towns retain these characteristics, but
many of the smaller hamlets exhibit little pat-
terning. The houses—mostly made of sun-dried
bricks (adobe) and roofed with corrugated alumi-
num or ceramic tiles—may stretch out along a path
or be located on small parcels of arable land. The
poorest houses often have only one large room con-
taining a hearth; perhaps a bed, table and chairs or
stools; a large ceramic water jug and other ceramic

storage jars; a wooden chest for clothes and valu-
ables; and sometimes a cabinet for dishes and uten-
sils. Other implements may be tied or perched on
open rafters in baskets. The oldest resident couple
occupies the bed, with children and younger adults
sleeping on reed mats (petates) on the floor; the mats
are rolled up when not in use. Running water in the
home or yard is a luxury that only some villages
enjoy. Electricity is widely available except in the
most remote areas. Its primary use is for light, fol-
lowed by refrigeration and television.

The central plazas of smaller towns and villages
are used for a variety of purposes. On market days,
they are filled with vendors and their wares; in the
heat of the day people will rest on whatever benches
may be provided; in early evening young people
may congregate and parade, seeking partners of the
opposite sex, flirting, and generally having a good
time. In Guatemala City, the central plaza has be-
come the preferred site for political demonstrations.

The national palace faces this central plaza; al-
though it once was a residence for the president,
today it is used only for official receptions and
meetings with dignitaries. More than any other
building, it is a symbol of governmental authority
and power. The walls of its entryway have murals
depicting scenes honoring the Spanish and Mayan
heritages. Other government buildings are scattered
throughout the central part of Guatemala City;
some occupy former residences, others are in a
newer complex characterized by modern, massive,
high-rising buildings of seven or eight floors. Some
of these structures are adorned on the outside with
murals depicting both Mayan and European sym-
bols.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Corn made into tortillas or
tamales, black beans, rice, and wheat in the form of
bread or pasta are staples eaten by nearly all Guate-
malans. Depending on their degree of affluence,
people also consume chicken, pork, and beef, and
those living near bodies of water also eat fish and
shellfish. With improvements in refrigeration and
transport, seafood is becoming increasingly popular
in Guatemala City. The country has long been
known for vegetables and fruits, including avoca-
dos, radishes, potatoes, sweet potatoes, squash, car-
rots, beets, onions, and tomatoes. Lettuce, snow
peas, green beans, broccoli, cauliflower, artichokes,
and turnips are grown for export and are also avail-
able in local markets; they are eaten more by La-
dinos than by Indians. Fruits include pineapples,
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People walk past fast-food restaurants in Guatemala City, Guatemala. ‘‘Fast food’’ is a fairly recent addition to traditional
Guatemalan diets.

papayas, mangoes, a variety of melons, citrus
fruits, peaches, pears, plums, guavas, and many
others of both native and foreign origin. Fruit is
eaten as dessert, or as a snack in-between meals.

Three meals per day are the general rule, with
the largest eaten at noon. Until recently, most
stores and businesses in the urban areas closed for
two to three hours to allow employees time to eat at
home and rest before returning to work. Transpor-
tation problems due to increased traffic, both on
buses and in private vehicles, are bringing rapid
change to this custom. In rural areas women take
the noon meal to the men in the fields, often accom-
panied by their children so that the family can eat as
a group. Tortillas are eaten by everyone but are
especially important for the Indians, who may con-
sume up to a dozen at a time, usually with chili,
sometimes with beans and/or stews made with or
flavored with meat or dried shrimp.

Breakfast for the well to do may be large, in-
cluding fruit, cereal, eggs, bread, and coffee; the
poor may drink only an atol, a thin gruel made with
any one of several thickeners—oatmeal, cornstarch,
cornmeal, or even ground fresh corn. Others may
only have coffee with sweet bread. All drinks are
heavily sweetened with refined or brown sugar. The
evening meal is always lighter than that at noon.

Although there are no food taboos, many peo-
ple believe that specific foods are classified as ‘‘hot’’
or ‘‘cold’’ by nature, and there may be temporary
prohibitions on eating them, depending upon age,
the condition of one’s body, the time of day, or
other factors.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. The cer-
emonial year is largely determined by the Roman
Catholic Church, even for those who do not profess
that faith. Thus, the Christmas period, including
Advent and the Day of the Kings on 6 January, and
Easter week are major holidays for everyone. The
patron saints of each village, town or city are hon-
ored on their respective days. The cofradia organiza-
tion, imposed by the colonial Spanish Catholic
Church, is less important now, but where it per-
sists, special foods are prepared. Tamales are the
most important ceremonial food. They are eaten on
all special occasions, including private parties and
celebrations, and on weekends, which are special
because Sunday is recognized as being a holy day, as
well as a holiday. A special vegetable and meat salad
called fiambre is eaten on 1 November, the Day of
the Dead, when families congregate in the cemeter-
ies to honor, placate, and share food with deceased
relatives. Codfish cooked in various forms is eaten
at Easter, and Christmas is again a time for gourmet
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tamales and ponche, a rum-based drink containing
spices and fruits. Beer and rum, including a fairly
raw variety known as aguardiente are the most
popular alcoholic drinks, although urban elites pre-
fer Scotch whisky.

Basic Economy. Guatemala’s most important re-
source is its fertile land, although only 12 percent of
the total landmass is arable. In 1990, 52 percent of
the labor force was engaged in agriculture, which
contributed 24 percent of the gross domestic prod-
uct. Although both Ladinos and Indians farm, 68
percent of the agricultural labor force was Indian in
1989. Forty-seven percent of Indian men were self-
employed as farmers, artisans, or merchants; the
average income for this group was only about a
third of that for Ladino men. Agriculture accounts
for about one-fourth of the gross domestic product.

The country has traditionally produced many
agricultural products for export, including coffee,
sugar, cardamom, bananas, and cotton. In recent
years flowers and vegetables have become important.
However, Guatemala is not self-sufficient in basic
grains such as wheat, rice, and even maize, which are
imported from the United States. Many small
farmers, both Indian and Ladino, have replaced tradi-
tional subsistence crops with those grown for export.
Although their cash income may be enhanced, they
are forced to buy more foods. These include not only
the basic staples, but also locally produced ‘‘junk’’
foods such as potato chips and cupcakes as well as
condiments such as mayonnaise.

Affluent city dwellers and returning expatriates
increasingly buy imported fruits, vegetables, and
specialty items, both raw and processed. Those
items come from neighboring countries such as
Mexico and El Salvador as well as from the United
States and Europe, especially Spain, Italy, and
France.

Land Tenure and Property. The concept of private
property in land, houses, tools, and machinery is
well established even though most Indian commu-
nities have long held some lands as communal
property that is allotted as needed. Unfortunately,
many rural people have not registered their prop-
erty, and many swindles occur, leading to lengthy
and expensive lawsuits. As long as owners occupied
their land and passed it on to their children or other
heirs, there were few problems, but as the popula-
tion has become more mobile, the number of dis-
putes has escalated. Disputes occur within villages
and even within families as individuals move onto
lands apparently abandoned while the owners are
absent. Sometimes the same piece of land is sold two

A woman embroidering in Antigua. Handicrafts have been
produced and widely traded in Guatemala for centuries.

or more times to different outside persons, often
speculators from urban areas who discover the
fraud only when they find another person occupy-
ing the land. Some land disputes have occurred
when agents of the government have illegally
confiscated property belonging to Indian communi-
ties. In other cases, homeless peasants have taken
over unused land on large private plantations and
government reserves.

Commercial Activities. Agricultural products are
the goods most commonly produced for sale within
the country and for export. Handicrafts have been
produced and widely traded since precolonial times
and are in great demand by tourists, museums, and
collectors, and are increasingly exported through
middlemen. The most sought after items include
hand woven cotton and woolen textiles and cloth-
ing items made from them; baskets; ceramics;
carved wooden furniture, containers, utensils and
decorative items; beaded and silver jewelry; and
hand-blown glassware. These items are made in ur-
ban and rural areas by both Ladinos and Indians in
small workshops and by individuals in their own
homes.

Assembly plants known as maquilas produce
clothing and other items for export, using imported
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materials and semiskilled labor. Despite criticisms of
this type of enterprise in the United States, many
Guatemalans find it a welcome source of employ-
ment with relatively high wages.

Major Industries. Guatemala has many light in-
dustries, most of which involve the processing of
locally grown products such as chicken, beef, pork,
coffee, wheat, corn, sugar, cotton, cacao, vegetables
and fruits, and spices such as cinnamon and
cardamom. Beer and rum are major industries, as is
the production of paper goods. A large plastics in-
dustry produces a wide variety of products for
home and industrial use. Several factories produce
cloth from domestic and imported cotton. Some of
these products are important import substitutes,
and others are exported to other Central American
countries and the United States.

Division of Labor. In the Ladino sector, upper-
class men and women work in business, academia,
and the major professions. Older Ladino and Indian
teenagers of both sexes are the primary workers in
maquilas, a form of employment that increasingly
is preferred to working as a domestic. Children as
young as four or five years work at household tasks
and in the fields in farming families. In the cities,
they may sell candies or other small products on the
streets or ‘‘watch’’ parked cars. Although by law all
children must attend school between ages seven and
thirteen, many do not, sometimes because there is
no school nearby, because the child’s services are
needed at home, or because the family is too poor to
provide transportation, clothing, and supplies. The
situation is improving; in 1996, 88 percent of all
children of primary age were enrolled in school,
although only 26 percent of those of high school
age were enrolled.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Social class based on wealth,
education, and family prestige operates as a sorting
mechanism among both Indians and Ladinos. Race
is also clearly a component, but may be less impor-
tant than culture and lifestyle, except in the case of
the black Garifuna, who are shunned by all other
groups. Individual people of Indian background
may be accepted in Ladino society if they are well
educated and have the resources to live in a Western
style. However, Indians as a group are poorer and
less educated than are non-Indians. In the 1980s,
illiteracy among Indians was 79 percent, compared
with 40 percent among Ladinos. In 1989, 60 per-
cent of Indians had no formal education, compared

with 26 percent of Ladinos. Indians with thirteen or
more years of education earned about one-third less
than did Ladinos with a comparable level of educa-
tion.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Dress varies sig-
nificantly by class and caste. Professional and
white-collar male workers in the cities usually wear
suits, dress shirts, and neckties, and women in com-
parable pursuits dress fashionably, including stock-
ings and high-heeled shoes. Nonemployed upper-
class women dress more casually, often in blue
jeans and T-shirts or blouses. They frequent beauty
salons since personal appearance is considered an
important indicator of class.

Poorer Ladinos, whether urban or rural, buy
secondhand clothing from the United States that is
sold at low prices in the streets and marketplaces.
T-shirts and sweatshirts with English slogans are
ubiquitous.

Many Mayan women, regardless of wealth, ed-
ucation, or residence, continue to wear their distinc-
tive clothing: a wraparound or gathered, nearly
ankle-length skirt woven with tie-dyed threads that
produce interesting designs, topped with a cotton or
rayon blouse embroidered with flower motifs about
the neck, or a more traditional huipil. The huipil is
hand woven on a backstrap loom and consists of
two panels sewn together on the sides, leaving
openings for the arms and head. It usually is em-
broidered with traditional designs. Shoes or sandals
are almost universal, especially in towns and cities.
Earrings, necklaces, and rings are their only jew-
elry.

Indian men are more likely to dress in a Western
style. Today’s fashions dictate ‘‘cowboy’’ hats,
boots, and shirts for them and for lower-class rural
Ladinos. In the more remote highland areas, many
men continue to wear the clothing of their ances-
tors. The revitalization movement has reinforced
the use of traditional clothing as a means of assert-
ing one’s identity.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. As of 1993, the president and vice-
president and sixteen members of the eighty-mem-
ber congress are elected by the nation as a whole for
non-renewable four-year terms, while the remain-
ing sixty-four members of the unicameral legisla-
ture are popularly elected by the constituents of
their locales. Despite universal suffrage, only a
small percentage of citizens vote.
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There are twenty-two departments under gov-
ernors appointed by the president. Municipalities
are autonomous, with locally elected officials, and
are funded by the central government budget. In
areas with a large Mayan population, there have
been two sets of local government leaders, one La-
dino and one Mayan, with the former taking prece-
dence. In 1996, however, many official or ‘‘Ladino’’
offices were won by Maya.

Leadership and Political Officials. Political par-
ties range from the extreme right to the left and
represent varying interests. Thus, their numbers,
size, and electoral success change over time. It gen-
erally is believed that most elected officials use their
short periods in office to aggrandize their prestige
and line their pockets. Most take office amid cheer-
ing and accolades but leave under a cloud, and
many are forced to leave the country or choose to do
so. While in office, they are able to bend the law and
do favors for their constituents or for foreigners
who wish to invest or do business in the country.
Some national business gets accomplished, but only
after lengthy delays, debate, and procrastination.

Social Problems and Control. Since the signing of
the Peace Accords in December 1996, there has been
continued social unrest and a general breakdown in
the system of justice. Poverty, land pressure, unem-
ployment, and a pervasive climate of enmity
toward all ‘‘others’’ have left even rural communi-
ties in a state of disorganization. In many Maya
communities, their traditional social organization
having been disrupted or destroyed by the years of
violence, the people now take the law into their own
hands. Tired of petty crime, kidnappings, rapes, and
murders and with no adequate governmental relief,
they frequently lynch suspected criminals. In the
cities, accused criminals frequently are set free for
lack of evidence, since the police and judges are
poorly trained, underpaid, and often corrupt. Many
crimes are thought to have been committed by the
army or by underground vigilante groups unhappy
with the Peace Accords and efforts to end the impu-
nity granted to those who committed atrocities
against dissidents.

Military Activity. In 1997, the army numbered
38,500. In addition, there is a paramilitary national
police force of 9,800, a territorial militia of about
300,000, and a small navy and air force.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Guatemala has governmental and nongovern-
mental agencies that promote change in agricul-

ture, taxes, banking, manufacturing, environmen-
tal protection, health, education, and human and
civil rights.

Since 1945 the government has provided social
security plans for workers, but only a small per-
centage of the populace has received these health
and retirement benefits. There are free hospitals and
clinics throughout the country, although many
have inadequate equipment, medicines, and person-
nel. Free or inexpensive health services are offered as
charities through various churches and by private
individuals.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Among both Maya
and Ladinos, women are associated primarily with
the domestic world and men work in agriculture,
business, and manufacturing. However, well-edu-
cated professional women are accepted and often
highly respected; many are owners and managers
of businesses. More of these women are Ladinas
than Mayas. Statistically, women are less educated
and lower paid than their male counterparts. Their
numbers exceed those of males in nursing, secretar-
ial, and clerical jobs. The teaching force at all levels
has attracted women as well as men, but men pre-
dominate.

In rural areas, Maya women and men may
engage in agriculture, but the crops they grow are
different. Men tend to grow basic grains such as
corn and beans as well as export crops such as green
beans and snow peas. Women grow vegetables and
fruits for local consumption and sale, as well as
herbs and spices.

Handicrafts also tend to be assigned according
to gender. Pottery is most often made by Indian
women and Ladino men. Similarly, Indian women
are the only ones who weave on backstrap or stick
looms, while both Indian and Ladino men weave on
foot looms. Indian men knit woolen shoulder bags
for their own use and for sale. Men of both eth-
nicities do woodwork and carpentry, bricklaying,
and upholstering. Indian men carve images of
saints, masks, slingshots, and decorative items for
their own use or for sale. Men and boys fish, while
women and girls as well as small boys gather wild
foods and firewood. Women and children also tend
sheep and goats.

Rural Ladinas do not often engage in agricul-
ture. They concentrate on domestic work and cot-
tage industries, especially those involving sewing,
cooking, and processing of foods such as cheese,
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A market set up in front of the church in Chichicastenango, Guatemala. Market-based commerce is still a vital part of the
Guatemalan economy.

breads, and candies for sale along the highways or
in the markets.

The Relative Status of Men and Women. Indian
and poor Ladino women (as well as children) are
often browbeaten and physically mistreated by
men. Their only recourse is to return to their par-
ents’ home, but frequently are rejected by the par-
ents for various reasons. A woman from a higher-
status family is less likely to suffer in this way,
especially if her marriage has been arranged by her
parents. While walking, a Maya woman tradition-
ally trails her husband; if he falls drunk by the
wayside, she dutifully waits to care for him until he
wakes up.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriages are sometimes arranged in
Maya communities, although most couples choose
each other and often elope. Membership in private
clubs and attendance at private schools provides a
way for middle-class and upper-class young people
to meet prospective mates. Parents may disapprove
of a selection, but their children are likely able to
persuade them. Marriages are celebrated in a civil
ceremony that may be followed by a religious rite.
Monogamy is the rule, although many men have a

mistress as well as a wife. Among the poorer classes,
both Mayan and Ladino, unions are free and ties are
brittle; many children do not know, nor are they
recognized by their fathers. Formal divorces are
more common than many people believe, despite
the disapproval of the Catholic Church. Until re-
cently, a divorced woman did not have the right to
retain her husband’s surname; but she may sue for
a share of his property to support herself and her
minor children.

Domestic Unit. The nuclear family is the preferred
and most common domestic unit. Among both La-
dinos and Maya, a young couple may live at first in
the home of the man’s parents, or if that is inconve-
nient or overcrowded, with the parents of the
woman. Wealthy Ladinos often provide elaborate
houses close to their own homes as wedding pre-
sents for their sons and daughters.

Inheritance. Inheritance depends on a witnessed
written or oral testament of the deceased, and since
many people die without indicating their prefer-
ences, family disputes after death are very common
among both Mayas and Ladinos. Land, houses, and
personal belongings may be inherited by either sex,
and claims may be contested in the courts and in
intrafamily bickering.
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A woman carries baskets of textiles along a street in Antigua.
Guatemalan textiles are highly regarded for their quality.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. The children of middle-class and up-
per-class Ladinos are cared for by their mothers,
grandmothers, and young women, often from the
rural areas, hired as nannies. They tend to be in-
dulged by their caretakers. They may be breastfed
for a few months but then are given bottles, which
they may continue using until four or five years. To
keep children from crying or complaining to their

parents, nannies quickly give them whatever they
demand.

Maya women in the rural areas depend upon
their older children to help care for the younger
ones. Babies are breastfed longer, but seldom after
two years of age. They are always close to their
mothers during this period, sleeping next to them
and carried in shawls on their backs wherever they
go. They are nursed frequently on demand wher-
ever the mother may be. Little girls of five or six
years may be seen carrying tiny babies in the same
way in order to help out, but seldom are they out of
sight of the mother. This practice may be seen as
education for the child as well as caretaking for the
infant. Indian children are socialized to take part in
all the activities of the family as soon as they are
physically and mentally capable.

Child Rearing and Education. Middle-class and
upper-class Ladino children, especially in urban
areas, are not expected to do any work until they
are teenagers or beyond. They may attend a private
preschool, sometimes as early as eighteen months,
but formal education begins at age seven. Higher
education is respected as a means of rising socially
and economically. Children are educated to the
highest level of which they are capable, depending
on the finances of the family.

Higher Education. The national university, San
Carlos, has until recently had free tuition, and is still
the least expensive. As a result, it is overcrowded,
but graduates many students who would not oth-
erwise be able to attain an education. There are six
other private universities, several with branches in
secondary cities. They grant undergraduate and ad-
vanced degrees in the arts, humanities, and sciences,
as well as medicine, dentistry, pharmacy, law, engi-
neering, and architecture. Postgraduate work is of-
ten pursued abroad by the better and more affluent
students, especially in the United States, Spain,
Mexico, and some other Latin American countries.

ETIQUETTE

Etiquette varies considerably according to ethnicity.
In the past, Indians were expected to defer to La-
dinos, and in general they showed them respect and
subservience at all times. In turn, they were treated
by Ladinos as children or as persons of little worth.
Some of those modes of behavior carried over into
their own society, especially within the cofradia or-
ganization, where deliberate rudeness is considered
appropriate on the part of the highest-ranking offi-
cers. Today there is a more egalitarian attitude on
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both sides, and in some cases younger Maya may
openly show contempt for non-indigenous people.
Maya children greet adults by bowing their heads
and sometimes folding their hands before them, as
in prayer. Adults greet other adults verbally, asking
about one’s health and that of one’s family. They
are not physically demonstrative.

Among Ladino urban women, greetings and
farewells call for handshakes, arm or shoulder
patting, embraces, and even cheek kissing, almost
from first acquaintance. Men embrace and cheek
kiss women friends of the family, and embrace but
do not kiss each other. Children are taught to kiss all
adult relatives and close acquaintances of their par-
ents hello and goodbye.

In the smaller towns and until recently in the
cities, if eye contact is made with strangers on the
street, a verbal ‘‘good morning’’ or ‘‘good after-
noon’’ is customary.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Roman Catholicism, which was
introduced by the Spanish and modified by Maya
interpretations and syncretism, was almost univer-
sal in Guatemala until the early part of the twenti-
eth century, when Protestantism began to make
significant headway among both Ladinos and
Maya. Today it has been estimated that perhaps 40
percent or more adhere to a Protestant church or
sect ranging from established churches with inter-
national membership to small local groups cele-
brating their own set of beliefs under the leadership
of lay pastors.

Many Maya combine membership in a Chris-
tian fellowship with a continued set of beliefs and
practices inherited from their ancient ancestors. Rit-
uals may still be performed to ensure agricultural
success, easy childbirth, recovery from illness, and
protection from the elements (including eclipses)
and to honor and remember the dead. The Garifuna
still practice an Afro-Caribbean form of ancestor
worship that helps to meld together families broken
by migration, plural marriages, and a social envi-
ronment hostile to people of their race and culture.

Many of the indigenous people believe in spirits
of nature, especially of specific caves, mountains,
and bodies of water, and their religious leaders reg-
ularly perform ceremonies connected with these
sites. The Catholic Church has generally been more
lenient in allowing or ignoring dual allegiances than
have Protestants, who tend to insist on strict adher-
ence to doctrine and an abandonment of all ‘‘non-

Christian’’ beliefs and practices, including Catholi-
cism.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Although excellent modern medical care is available
in the capital city for those who can afford it and
even for the indigent, millions of people in the rural
areas lack adequate health care and health educa-
tion. The medical training at San Carlos University
includes a field stint for advanced students in rural
areas, and often these are the only well-trained
medical personnel on duty at village-level govern-
ment-run health clinics.

The less well educated have a variety of folk
explanations and cures for disease and mental ill-
nesses, including herbal remedies, dietary adjust-
ments, magical formulas, and prayers to Christian
saints, local gods, and deceased relatives.

Most births in the city occur in hospitals, but
some are attended at home by midwives, as is more
usual in rural areas. These practitioners learn their
skills from other midwives and through govern-
ment-run courses.

For many minor problems, local pharmacists
may diagnose, prescribe, and administer remedies,
including antibiotics.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The Ministry of Culture
provides moral and some economic support for the
arts, but most artists are self-supporting. Arts and
handicrafts are important to all sectors of the popu-
lation; artists are respected and patronized, espe-
cially in the cities where there are numerous art
galleries. Even some of the smaller towns, such as
Tecpán, Comalapa and Santiago de Atitlán offer
paintings by local artists for sale to both foreign and
Guatemalan visitors. There are dozens, perhaps
hundreds, of indigenous ‘‘primitive’’ painters, some
of whom are known internationally. Their products
form an important part of the wares offered to
tourists and local collectors. Non-indigenous
painters are exhibited primarily in the capital city;
these include many foreign artists as well as Guate-
malans.

Graphic Arts. Textiles, especially those woven by
women on the indigenous backstrap loom, are of
such fine quality as to have been the object of schol-
arly study. The Ixchel Museum of Indian Textiles,
located in Guatemala City at the Francisco
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Men spread out coffee beans to dry them in the sun alongside Lake Atitlan. Agriculture is generally considered a male endeavor,
although Maya women may grow vegetables and fruits for local sale and consumption.

Marroquı́n University, archives, preserves, studies,
and displays textiles from all parts of the country.

Pottery ranges from utilitarian to ritual wares
and often is associated with specific communities,
such as Chinautla and Rabinal, where it has been a
local craft for centuries. There are several museums,
both government and private, where the most ex-
quisite ancient and modern pieces are displayed.

Performance Arts. Music has been important in
Guatemala since colonial times, when the Catholic
Church used it to teach Christian doctrine. Both the
doctrine and the musical styles were adopted at an
early date. The work of Maya who composed Euro-
pean-style classical music in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries has been revived and is per-
formed by several local performance groups, some
using replicas of early instruments. William
Orbaugh, a Guatemalan of Swiss ancestry, is
known internationally for performances of classical
and popular guitar music. Garifuna music, espe-
cially that of Caribbean origin, is popular in both
Guatemala and in the United States, which has a
large expatriate Garifuna population. Other popu-
lar music derives from Mexico, Argentina, and espe-
cially the United States. The marimba is the popular

favorite instrument, in both the city and in the
countryside.

There is a national symphony as well as a ballet,
national chorus, and an opera company, all of
which perform at the National Theater, a large
imposing structure built on the site of an ancient
fort near the city center.

Theater is less developed, although several pri-
vate semiprofessional and amateur groups perform
in both Spanish and English. The city of Antigua
Guatemala is a major center for the arts, along with
the cities of Guatemala and Quetzaltenango.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Although the country boasts six universities, none
is really comprehensive. All of the sciences are
taught in one or another of these, and some research
is done by professors and advanced students—
especially in fields serving health and agricultural
interests, such as biology, botany, and agronomy.
Various government agencies also conduct research
in these fields. However, most of those doing ad-
vanced research have higher degrees from foreign
universities. The professional schools such as Den-
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tistry, Nutrition, and Medicine keep abreast of mod-
ern developments in their fields, and offer continu-
ing short courses to their graduates.

Anthropology and archaeology are considered
very important for understanding and preserving
the national cultural patrimony, and a good bit of
research in these fields is done, both by national and
visiting scholars. One of the universities has a lin-
guistics institute where research is done on indige-
nous languages. Political science, sociology, and in-
ternational relations are taught at still another, and
a master’s degree program in development, depend-
ing on all of the social sciences, has recently been
inaugurated at still a third of the universities. Most
of the funding available for such research comes
from Europe and the United States, although some
local industries provide small grants to assist spe-
cific projects.
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CULTURE NAME

Guinean

ALTERNATE NAME

Guinea-Conakry

ORIENTATION

Identification. The origin of the word ‘‘Guinea’’ is
unclear. The name came into use among European
shippers and map makers in the seventeenth cen-
tury to refer to the coast of West Africa from
Guinea to Benin. Some Guineans claim that the
word arose from an early episode in the European-
African encounter. In Susu, the language spoken by
the coastal Susu ethnic group, the word guinè
means ‘‘woman.’’ When a group of Europeans ar-
rived on the coast they met some women washing
clothes in an estuary. The women indicated to the
men that they were women. The Europeans misun-
derstood and thought the women were referring to
a geographic area; the subsequently used the word
‘‘Guinea’’ to describe coastal West Africa.

The French claimed the coast of present-day
Guinea in 1890 and named it French Guinea (Guinée
française) in 1895. Neighboring colonies also bore
the name ‘‘Guinea.’’ The British colony of Sierra
Leone to the south was sometimes identified as Brit-
ish Guinea, and to the north, Portugal’s colony was
named Portuguese Guinea.

After Guinea gained independence, the first
president, Sekou Touré, named the country the Peo-
ple’s Revolutionary Republic of Guinea. The second
president, Lansana Conté, changed the official name
to the Republic of Guinea. The capital city is
Conakry, and the country often is referred to as
Guinea-Conakry to distinguish it from other
nation-states with the same name.

Location and Geography. Guinea is located on the
west coast of Africa, and is bordered by Côte

d’Ivoire, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Senegal, and
Sierra Leone. Its area is 94,930 square miles
(245,857 square kilometers). There are four geo-
graphic zones. The coastal maritime region is filled
with mangrove swamps and alluvial plains that
support palm trees. Lower Guinea receives heavy
rains, and Conakry is one of the wettest cities in the
world. The coastal belt is home to one of the coun-
try’s dominant ethnic groups, the Susu, and to
many smaller groups, such as the Baga, Landoma,
Lele, and Mikiforé. Other important towns include
the bauxite mining centers of Fria and Kamsar.

In the interior is the Futa Jallon. This moun-
tainous region has cool temperatures, allowing for
the cultivation of potatoes. The Niger, Senegal, and
Gambia rivers originate in the Futa Jallon. Many
other streams and waterfalls run through this
area’s rocky escarpments and narrow valleys. The
Fulbe ethnic group, also referred to as Peul, is the
major population group. Smaller ethnic groups in-
clude the Jallonke and the Jahanke. Labé is the
largest city, and the town of Timbo was the region’s
capital in the precolonial era.

To the east of the Futa Jallon is Upper Guinea, a
savanna region with plains and river valleys. The
Milo and Niger rivers are important for fishing,
irrigation, and transportation. Most of the popula-
tion consists of members of the Maninka ethnic
group. Siguiri and Kankan are the major cities, and
there are many smaller agricultural settlements in
the countryside. Kankan sometimes is referred to as
the nation’s second capital, although in recent years
it has been dwarfed in size by cities in southern
Guinea.

The southernmost region is Forest Region.
Rainfall is heavy, and the area is dense with rain
forests with mahogany, teak, and ebony trees. Ag-
ricultural exploitation and the demand for tropical
hardwoods have increased the rate of deforestation.
Many valuable resources are found, including gold,
diamonds, and iron ore. Larger ethnic groups in-
clude the Guerzé, Toma, and Kissi. Since the early
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1990s, the Forest Region has had a substantial rise
in population as refugees from wars in Liberia and
Sierra Leone have flooded over the border and dou-
bled the size of the towns of Gueckedou, Macenta,
and N’Zerekoré.

Demography. The population is approximately
7.5 million, according to 2000 estimates. The Susu
ethnic group accounts for 20 percent of the popula-
tion; the Peul, 34 percent; and the Maninka, 33
percent. Smaller groups, mostly from the Forest
Region, such as the Bassari, Coniagui, Guerze, Kissi,
Kono, and Toma, make up the remaining 19 per-
cent. There are about five hundred thousand refu-
gees from Sierra Leone and Liberia, although in the
year 2000, some started to leave.

Almost half of the population is under the age
of fifteen. This generation has known only the rule
of the second president, Conté, who came to power
in 1984 and is still in office. Fifteen percent of the
country was born while the first president, Touré,
ruled from 1958 to 1984; only 12 percent of the
population witnessed colonial rule.

Many Senegalese merchants, artisans, and tai-
lors live in the country, and they are joined by for-
eign nationals from other African countries. Some
of these are refugees, others come seeking opportu-
nities in Guinea. A substantial number of Europeans
and Americans reside in Conakry, most of whom
work for embassies and development organiza-
tions. Expatriates also live in the mining towns of
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Fria and Kamsar (bauxite) and Siguiri (gold). An
economically influential Lebanese population con-
ducts commerce in the cities. A tiny group of Korean
immigrants operates photo development shops in
Conakry.

Linguistic Affiliation. More than thirty lan-
guages are spoken, and eight are designated as offi-
cial national languages: Bassari, Guerzé, Kissi,
Koniagui, Maninka, Peul, Susu, and Toma. In the
1960s, President Touré wanted to promote African
cultures and languages and abolished the use of
French. Schoolchildren started to be taught in
local languages. President Conté reversed this policy
and resuscitated French as the official language
in 1985.

Many people, especially men, speak more than
one language. In Conakry, Susu is most commonly
spoken on the streets and in the marketplaces, al-
though in certain sectors Peul is more common.
Elsewhere, Maninka is the preferred language of
commerce. French is used in schools and in high
governmental and business circles.

Symbolism. Official national symbols include the
flag and the coat of arms. The flag has bands of red,
yellow, and green and was first flown during
Touré’s regime. The coat of arms displays the slo-
gan ‘‘Work, Justice, Solidarity.’’ The nimba, a
wooden headdress that represents fertility among
the Bagas in the coastal region, has gained currency
as a national symbol. It is found on the Guinean
franc and is used as a logo by governmental agen-
cies, businesses, and private organizations. Wood
carvers, artisans, and artists reproduce nimbas in
various forms and media. Important national sites
include the grand mosque in Conakry and the
tombs of Alfa Yaya and Samori Touré, two African
leaders who confronted the French during the colo-
nial period. The mosque of Dinguiraye in the Futa
Jallon is an important monument. Al Hajj Umar
Tall, a Muslim state builder in the mid-nineteenth
century, constructed the mosque.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Guinea’s complex
history reflects the diversity of its geographic
zones. In the early eighteenth century, Islamic Peul
migrants arrived in the Futa Jallon, displacing the
ancestors of the Susu, who pushed westward to the
coast and encroached on the lands and settlements
of coastal peoples, including the Baga and the
Landoma. Over the next two centuries, the Susu
gained control of the coast by building a series of

small states based on clan and town affiliation.
The Susu supported themselves by fishing and
trading with Europeans. They traded locally pro-
duced goods such as beeswax and hides as well as
slaves for European cloth, arms, and other manu-
factured goods. The region participated in but was
not a major contributor to the trans-Atlantic slave
trade.

In the Futa Jallon, the Peuls constructed a cen-
tralized theocratic Muslim state. Two families, the
Soriyas and the Alfayas, headed the government of
the Futa Jallon. Male members of those families
occupied the position of Almamy, or leader, for al-
ternating terms of two years. The Futa Jallon was
divided into nine diwals, or provinces, and people
supported themselves through cattle herding, farm-
ing, and trade. Slaves lived in small hamlets and did
most of the heavy labor.

The savanna of West Africa has been the site of
great Maninka kingdoms since the eighth century.
The exploits of Sundiata, the builder of the Mali
Empire in the thirteenth century, are still recounted
by griots, or bards, throughout Upper Guinea. Islam
also has played an important role in Upper Guinea’s
history. In the seventeenth century, Muslim mi-
grants came to the banks of the Milo River and
formed the small city-state of Baté, with the town
of Kankan as its capital. Baté emerged as an enclave
of Islam and became a magnet for Muslim traders
and scholars. Slaves supported agricultural and
commercial activities. Animist Maninka popula-
tions tended to have fewer slaves, whom they incor-
porated into the household. Slaves owned by
Maninka Muslims often resided in separate farming
villages.

In the Forest Region, political and social affilia-
tions functioned on a small scale because of the
density and fragility of the rain forest. Because the
ecosystem could not support large population cen-
ters, the forest’s populations lived in dispersed vil-
lages of about one hundred to two hundred people.
These villages, often situated on the top of a high
hill, could be moved or replaced easily in response to
environmental challenges or warfare. The forest
stimulated isolated independence. Islam did not
make significant inroads in this area.

In the nineteenth century, warfare intensified
in several geographic regions. In the 1870s, a
Maninka warrior, Samori Turé, created a vast
empire through Upper Guinea and present-day
Mali. Samori provisioned his armies and adminis-
tration by trading cattle and slaves for European
arms. The French, who were moving eastward to
the interior from Senegal, clashed with Samori in

G U I N E A

9 4 3



the 1880s. They drove him out of Upper Guinea
in 1891 and captured him in northern Côte
d’Ivoire in 1898. Samori is remembered as a great
colonial resistor. In the Futa Jallon, civil war in
the 1890s arose over French annexation of Middle
Guinea. The French built alliances with disaffected
elites and incorporated the area to French Guinea
by treaty in 1896. In 1900, the French fixed the
borders of the colony.

The French set up a bureaucracy to administer
the colony and collected taxes and requisitioned
forced labor. The tried to capitalize on the area’s
natural resources, such as gold, but were largely
unsuccessful. The French built schools, courts, and
medical clinics. While they brutalized some sectors
of the population, colonialism was ameliorated by
the lack of French personnel. The French depended
on local chiefs and institutions for the day-to-day
administration of the colony; as a result, colonial
policies were often implemented incompletely.

Sekou Touré led the nation to independence in
the 1950s. A postal clerk and union activist, Touré
was head of the Democratic Party of Guinea (PDG),
which drew support from market women and low-
level African bureaucrats. Declaring, ‘‘We prefer
poverty in freedom to riches in chains,’’ Touré con-
ducted a campaign against the proposed French
Union, which would have kept French colonies in a
federation.

In September 1958, France’s president, granted
the nation’s independence and ordered a swift with-
drawal. All French personnel were deployed back to
France, public works in progress were demolished,
and the medicines, textbooks, and records used in
colonial hospitals, schools, and offices were re-
moved or destroyed. Taking office as the country’s
first president in 1958, Touré faced immense chal-
lenges. Only a handful of doctors, lawyers, engi-
neers, and accountants were left, and the country
had only two high schools and no university. Hav-
ing created an enemy in a powerful Western nation
at the height of the Cold War, Guinea was thrust
into international isolation.

Touré turned to the Soviet Union and later to
the People’s Republic of China for help. Those coun-
tries provided financial support and expertise and
opened their universities to Guinean students.
Touré embarked on a socialist program, which he
termed African communalism. Advocating unity,
egalitarianism, parity between the sexes, and
Guinean cultural production, Touré attempted to
blend indigenous African institutions with a
Marxist agenda. Touré used his presidency to
strengthen ties to other African leaders and was

hailed internationally as a spokesperson for pan-
Africanism. The country’s situation varied under
those programs of economic centralization, im-
proving with the export of bauxite starting in 1960
but suffering as schemes to collectivize markets and
agricultural production foundered in the 1970s. In
implementing his programs, Touré tolerated no
dissent. He outlawed other political parties and
punished his critics severely. Some dissidents lived
in exile, and others were interred in detention
camps. Economic and political repression prompted
many people to flee to neighboring countries.

When he died in 1984, Touré was remembered
internationally for his firm stance against colonial
rule. But in Guinea, some members of the popula-
tion celebrated his death. After a brief period of po-
litical disarray, Conté, a military general, seized
power. After constitutional reform in 1990, Conté
instituted civilian rule. Under the auspices of the
Party for Unity and Progress, he advocated eco-
nomic liberalization and privatization, which
brought Western donors and aid agencies to the
country.

National Identity. At the time of Touré’s death,
the standard of living was one of the worst in
the world, but some people contend that they owe
their identity as citizens of a common country to
Touré. His legacy is tangible. Buildings, roads, and
schools, as well as professionals who speak
Chinese, Russian, and Romanian, testify to the as-
sistance he extracted from Eastern bloc nations.
Guineans born during Touré’s regime who are able
to read and write in their own language are proof of
Touré’s commitment to the use of African lan-
guages.

Ethnic Relations. Despite Touré’s attempts to
minimize ethnic divisions, poverty, a feeble econ-
omy, a weak infrastructure, and limited educa-
tional and medical resources have exacerbated eth-
nic tensions. President Conté’s has been accused of
favoring his own ethnic group, the Susu.

Ethnic and national tensions have coalesced
around the issue of refugees. Conté initially wel-
comed the victims of the Sierra Leonean and
Liberian wars in the early and middle 1990s. How-
ever, when the country’s border towns were at-
tacked in 2000, Conté made a radio address in
which he accused the refugee population of
harboring rebels and ordered the refugees to leave
the country. In the days after that speech, Sierra
Leoneans and Liberians were attacked and robbed,
and many tried to leave the country.

G U I N E A

9 4 4



Almost half of all Guineans are younger than fifteen.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Colonial rule left an imprint on cities and towns, as
did the assistance given by the Soviet bloc. The older
sections of Conakry are built in a grid pattern in-
terspersed with boulevards and round points.
Newer buildings, such as Palace of the People, built
by the Chinese, reflect the architecture of the East-
ern bloc countries. Conakry radiates fifteen miles
outward from the narrow downtown peninsula.
Most residential structures there are low buildings
with one to four rooms, although some families live
in government-owned and privately-owned apart-
ment buildings. Wealthier residents reside in mod-
ern, luxurious homes.

Older forms of African and French architecture
are better preserved in the interior cities. French-built
sections of Kankan, Dalaba, and Siguiri reveal the
colonial concern with plotting buildings, houses,
and market centers along straight lines. Quarters of
towns that were not subject to French intervention
reflect the priorities of Africans in arranging their
physical space. In Kankan, many people live in small
mud huts with thatched roofs, structures that are
cool and easy to maintain. Members of the same
household often sleep in separate dwellings, but their
doors open onto a communal space where cooking
and social interaction take place. These family com-

pounds accommodate the large extended families
and polygamous marriages that are common
among the Maninka ethnic group. This arrange-
ment is repeated in other cities and towns.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. An array of taboos and cus-
toms affect food consumption. It is impolite to eat
while walking. A visitor who arrives in a compound
while a meal is in progress will be invited to join in
the meal. Food often is served in large communal
bowls and eaten with spoons. In large families, the
men will eat from one bowl and the women from
another.

The main meal typically is served in the middle
of the day and consists of a sauce placed over a
staple carbohydrate such as rice or millet. The sauce
and staples differ according to region, season, and
the wealth of the household. Rice, sorghum, millet,
and cassava are common foods. Sauces are made
with groundnuts, okra, and tomatoes. They may
contain fresh or smoked fish, meat, or poultry.
Many people can afford to eat only once a day. Their
meals are frequently low in protein, and many chil-
dren and adults suffer from malnutrition.

Little pork is eaten except in the Forest Region,
where there are fewer Muslims and bush pig is
favored. Variations in region, ethnicity, and wealth
also affect milk and bread consumption. In Middle
Guinea, milk is made into a yogurt like sauce that is
sweetened and served alone or over sorghum or
millet. Wealthier families often eat bread as a morn-
ing meal, accompanied by instant coffee or tea with
sweetened condensed milk or sugar and powdered
milk.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Meals
often are served at weddings, baptisms, and fu-
nerals. Among the wealthier people in large cities,
meals on special occasions may include expensive
imported goods such as canned peas and costly lo-
cally-produced staples such as potatoes. Ramadan is
observed, and Tabaski is celebrated with the slaugh-
tering of a sheep, goat, or chicken. Alcohol usually
is not served at family celebrations, except for in the
Forest Region, where palm wine is frequently con-
sumed.

Basic Economy. Guinea is one of the world’s poor-
est countries. Despite its natural resources and
abundant rainfall, Guinea has low life expectancy, a
low doctor-patient ratio, and a high rate of infant
mortality. The country remains largely rural, and
80 percent of the population is involved in agricul-
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tural production. The farming and cattle-herding
sectors of the Futa Jallon support 40 percent of the
population, while 11 percent of the people are em-
ployed in industry and commerce, 5 percent in the
service industry, and 4 percent in the civil service.
These statistics mask the strategies that people use
to support themselves. Many civil servants own
livestock or a small store, and some agriculturalists
migrate to urban centers to work as day laborers or
trade in the dry season.

Land Tenure and Property. A rural–urban divide
affects land access and ownership. In rural areas,
land is abundant and ownership usually is dictated
by local custom. These traditional laws are often
highly complex, and in the Futa Jallon, efforts by
nongovernmental agencies and the government to
streamline property rights have had little success. In
urban areas, especially Conakry, demand for land is
greater than supply and residents rely on the civic
code and legal titles to determine land ownership.
Conflict over land rights caused a devastating con-
frontation in Conakry in 1997, when the govern-
ment clashed with residents over the building of
a road.

Commercial Activities. Most people are not em-
ployed in the formal sector, and those who do not
engage in agriculture earn a living in an array of
occupations. These occupations include auto and
motorcycle repair, iron and leather working, mar-
keting, and selling prepared meals.

Major Industries. Guinea has the second largest
known deposits of bauxite and produces 25 percent
of the bauxite used in the world. The mine in Kamsar
was opened in 1960; in the 1990s, bauxite consti-
tuted 75 percent of the country’s exports. There are
also reserves of iron ore, gold, and diamonds. British
interests have built a gold mine in Siguiri, but the
depressed price of gold has damaged its prospects.
Guinean interests have kept careful control over the
country’s diamond mines, but intermediaries sell to
international diamond buyers. Beer, cigarettes, and
soft drinks are manufactured in Conakry for local
consumption. Tourism is minimal.

Trade. The major export is bauxite. Aluminum,
coffee, diamonds, fish, and fruits and vegetables
also are exported. Manufactured goods are im-
ported from China, Europe, and the United States.
Regional trade networks deal in locally produced
agricultural goods, such as potatoes, rice, shea but-
ter, and kola nuts. China supplies bedding, bicycles,
buckets, kerosene lamps, motorcycles, and pots,
but the abysmal transportation system hinders

commerce. The rainy season, aging bridges and
roads, and interregional conflicts slow and some-
times stop the movement of goods and people
through the country. As a result, the price of goods
imported by sea increases dramatically from Lower
Guinea to Upper Guinea and the Forest Region. In
rural areas, people depend largely on what they can
produce or accumulate to support themselves.

Division of Labor. Labor traditionally is divided
along lines of class, level of education, gender, and
age. Literacy and formal schooling tend to separate
manual laborers and petty traders from bureau-
crats and professionals, although many successful
businesspeople are neither literate nor highly edu-
cated. In agricultural settings, boys usually herd
livestock, men plow, and women and girls weed and
plant gardens for petty trade. The division of labor
within a household often is complicated by marital
hierarchies and the needs and contributions of el-
derly parents and grandparents.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. While Western education and
employment in the formal sector have limited the
strength of traditional social orderings, the legacies
of caste groupings and domestic slavery continue to
shape social relations. In Middle and Upper Guinea,
professional artisans such as blacksmiths, leath-
erworkers, and bards form a social caste.
Precolonial social categories are also evident in areas
where the descendents of slaves live in the farming
villages that were inhabited by their bonded ances-
tors. In most of the country, marriage between
noble women and men of lower status is frowned
upon. These traditional rankings have weakened as
education, employment, and monetary wealth have
created new social hierarchies.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Under the re-
gime of Touré, most people were poor and corrup-
tion and embezzlement were forbidden and pun-
ished. With the opening of the country under
President Conté, the gap between rich people and
poor people has increased. A small but significant
segment of the population has benefitted from the
investment programs that have been started since
the mid-1980s. Automobiles and large houses,
sometimes equipped with electric generators and
swimming pools, symbolize the wealth of the elite
sector. Expatriate professionals form a significant
part of this sector. The affluence of the wealthy
contrasts sharply with the lifestyle of the rest of the
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people, many of whom do not have access to elec-
tricity, running water, and sanitary services.

Outside of Conakry, symbols of success vary
according to region and relative means. In small
villages, a wealthy household may invest in a con-
crete house with a corrugated aluminum roof. In
this setting, acquiring a bicycle or a motorcycle can
demonstrate prosperity while fulfilling practical
needs. Sometimes villages or neighborhoods pool
their resources to build mosques or schools. In both
urban and rural areas, men may use their wealth to
take another wife.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The constitution, the Loi Fundamen-
tal, was ratified in 1990. The government is based on
the French Napoleonic civil law system and tradi-
tional law. The president is democratically elected to
five-year terms, and the holder of this office appoints
the prime minister and the other ministers. Repre-
sentatives to the People’s National Assembly, the
unicameral parliament, are elected by popular vote.

Leadership and Political Officials. Postcolonial
Guinea has had only two presidents: Touré (1958–
1984) and Conté (1984–present). Under the leader-
ship of Conté, the country went from a one-party
state to a multiparty democracy with constitu-
tional reform in 1990. A bill legalized political par-
ties in 1992. Some have questioned whether these
reforms have been put into effect, in light of the
alleged fraud that marred the presidential elections
of 1993 and the parliamentary elections of 1996.
Government corruption has increased during
Conté’s regime, and well-paid contacts are needed to
get results from the lethargic and inefficient bu-
reaucracy.

Social Problems and Control. Theft is a problem,
and fraud ranges from the banal to the brutal. The
regional flood of arms has increased the incidence of
armed robbery and other forms of violence. Gov-
ernment officials, particularly soldiers, customs of-
ficials, and low-level police officers, sometimes ex-
tort money and goods from people. Many Guineans
believe that payoffs and embezzlement characterize
the country’s governance at higher levels. When
people have disputes, some seek redress through
governmental authorities; others try to settle their
differences by resorting to the practices and rules
common to their ethnic group or region.

Military Activity. The government is heavily mili-
tarized. Conté came to power through the army,

and the armed forces continue to be an important
source of his support. Soldiering offers a viable, if
low-paying, form of employment for many young
men, and regional hostilities have reinforced the
nation’s investment in training and arming its
forces. Guinean troops have served in peacekeeping
operations in Sierra Leone and with the United
Nations.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Aid from Western donors has increased signifi-
cantly during Conté’s presidency. Projects initiated
by the International Monetary Fund, the World
Bank, and the European Union have privatized util-
ities, such as water and electricity, and improved
the infrastructure. Local and international nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) have set up pro-
grams that target health, education, and women’s
and business issues.

The dispersal of donor money and governmen-
tal assistance programs varies by region. Histori-
cally, Lower and Middle Guinea have received more
assistance, and the Forest Region and Upper Guinea
have received less. This pattern shifted in the Forest
Region in the 1990s as international relief organiza-
tions such as the United Nations High Commission
of Refugees arrived to contend with the refugee
crisis.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

While aid organizations and international donor
agencies play a large role in the economy, other
types of associations thrive. Many ethnic groups
practice initiation rights that ritualize the passage to
adulthood. Churches and mosques mobilize their
members for projects such as the construction of
new buildings and schools. A driver’s union negoti-
ates the fares charged for long-distance transporta-
tion. Veterans clubs testify to the high number of
men who served as soldiers in the French army in
World War II. Women’s trade associations lend
money and advocate for demands involving access
to and rental of market stalls in major marketing
centers.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Divisions of Labor by Gender. Women are on
average less educated and less financially secure
than men. A woman often spends part of her life in
a polygamous marriage and has only a 22 percent
likelihood of being literate. She will live on average
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The Wall of Heroes in Conakry. Guinea’s often tumultuous history has left a complicated legacy for its citizens.

forty-eight years and have five children, one of
whom will die in infancy. In rural areas, women
contribute to the household by weeding the fields,
planting garden plots, doing the cooking and clean-
ing, and looking after the children. In urban areas,
women constitute a major component of the infor-
mal marketing sector.

President Touré recognized the importance of
women to cultural, social, and economic produc-
tion, and instituted programs to promote the edu-
cation and prosperity of women. Some of Touré’s
strongest supporters were market women, who,
however, successfully led a strike against his mar-
keting reforms in 1972. Touré promoted equal ac-
cess to education and the enrollment of females in
primary, secondary, and professional schools
climbed to nearly half in some regions. Touré was
the first postindependence leader in Africa to ap-
point women to key ministerial positions. During
the regime of President Conté, these strides have
slowed. Women are much less prominent in gov-
ernment, and the rate of female education has de-
clined significantly. Currently, only about 10 per-
cent of students at the university level are women.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. There is
a persistent bias in the social hierarchy toward
males, and boys are more likely to be educated and

as adults are more likely to have a range of eco-
nomic and employment options. Household heads
are almost always men and custom allows them to
exercise absolute authority over their wives, sisters,
and daughters. These patriarchal structures conceal
the power that many women wield on a day-to-day
level in family compounds and market stalls, in
raising children, earning an income, and allocating
household resources.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage is considered a union of two
families, not the choice of two individuals. Family
approval and ritual gifts are considered very impor-
tant in laying a firm marital foundation. The groom
typically pays bridewealth to the family of the bride
in some combination of cash, cloth, and livestock.

Marriage customs vary widely by region, eth-
nicity, and social status. In the Futa Jallon, a mar-
riage may be arranged while the wife is still an
infant. The couple does not take up residence to-
gether until the wife has reached puberty. It is not
unusual for a wedding ceremony to take place in the
absence of the groom, especially if he lives in a
different region than his betrothed. After the cere-
mony, the bride is sent to her husband. In urban
areas, some couples go to the mayor’s office to sign
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official documents, but most couples do not seek
civil recognition of their unions. Divorce is not un-
common, and local custom typically prevails over
the civil courts.

Domestic Unit. The domestic unit is frequently
large and composed of many generations. Polygamy
is common and can both complicate and strengthen
a household. Custom dictates that the first, or se-
nior, wife mediates conflicts and oversees the divi-
sion of labor within the household. In rural areas in
particular, harmonious polygamous households
help ensure sufficient allocations for child care,
cooking, marketing, and working in the fields. These
large households function less well in urban set-
tings, where space is limited and more challenges
exist in dividing scarce material and monetary re-
sources. Tensions, favoritism, and jealousy in either
setting can jeopardize a household’s viability. Some
women, as well as men, reject polygamy. Monoga-
mous unions are most common among Christians
and western-educated men and women.

Inheritance. Titles and property typically pass
through the male members of a family, from father
to son or from brother to brother. Specific patterns
and customs of inheritance vary by ethnic group.
According to Islamic law, which is sometimes fol-
lowed, a man inherits the wife or wives of his de-
ceased brother. This rule of inheritance is not al-
ways implemented, but this practice can produce
results that range from the disastrous to the benefi-
cial for a widow and her children.

Kin Groups. Different types of kin groupings affect
social relations. Many people have the same last
name and share a common ancestor in the lineage’s
founder. Family names often inspire jokes and ca-
maraderie; they also can serve as the basis for as-
sumptions about the status and class of their
bearers.

Terms such as ‘‘cousin’’ and ‘‘sister’’ frequently
are applied to people who are not blood relations.
These terms convey respect and affection or indicate
certain commonalties. Distance often expands kin
relationships: Two acquaintances from the same
village in Upper Guinea may refer to each other as
‘‘cousin’’ in the streets of Conakry, and a Guinean
studying in France may introduce a neighbor from
Conakry as a sister. To distinguish fictive kin from
blood ties, people frequently explain their exact rela-
tionship to their ‘‘real’’ brothers or sisters. A man
may describe his blood brother as having the ‘‘same
mother, same father’’ or his half sister as having the
‘‘same father, different mother.’’

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. The mother is typically the primary
caretaker of a child, although it is not unusual for a
grandmother, aunt, or sister to take charge of the
child of one of her relations. Children usually
breast-feed until two years of age, a practice that
helps them remain healthy while promoting birth
spacing. According to custom, a man is not sup-
posed to have intercourse with a woman who is
breast-feeding.

At birth, children are given charms to wear
around the wrist and waist to protect them from
evil spirits. Infants spend most of their waking and
sleeping hours with their primary caretaker, usu-
ally the mother. A mother typically ties her baby on
to her back in a wrapper and carries the child as she
goes about her daily tasks.

Child Rearing and Education. Many children,
particularly girls, do not have the opportunity to
attend school because families cannot afford school
fees and uniforms, and because the family needs the
child’s labor in the fields or the family compound.
Girls are more likely than boys to stay home. Chil-
dren who cannot attend a governmental school
may be sent to an Islamic school to learn the Koran.
Regardless of whether they are enrolled in school,
children tend to work very hard at a young age.
Children carry water and firewood, help with food
preparation, and go to the market to buy and sell.

Children are brought up by their elders, not just
their parents, and are supposed to show respect to
their elders at all times. This means that it is cul-
turally acceptable for relatives, friends, and ac-
quaintances to reprimand a child who misbehaves.
It is rare for a child to openly confront or contradict
an adult.

Higher Education. There are universities in
Conakry and Kankan. Students are awarded univer-
sity scholarships on a competitive basis, but lack of
funding severely constrains the universities. Library
and computer resources are scarce, and strikes by
dissatisfied students and underpaid professors are
common. These limitations on higher education
mean that students often spend many years com-
pleting their university degrees.

ETIQUETTE

Greetings are very important, and it is rude to ask a
question or make a request without first inquiring
about someone’s health and the well-being of his or
her family. These questions are formulaic and may
be repeated several times. These questions and re-
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sponses are accompanied by a firm handshake or,
among the upper classes, by brief kisses on the
cheeks. People still sometimes refer to each other as
‘‘comrade,’’ a legacy of Touré’s efforts to promote
equality and eliminate social hierarchies. It is
impolite to use the left hand in any social interac-
tion, whether to shake hands, point, pay, or hand
an item to someone.

Rules of etiquette also dictate intergenerational
communication. It is not proper for young people to
look straight into the eyes of a respected elder; they
should instead cast their eyes downward. Under
certain circumstances, elders must be approached
through an intermediary. A son-in-law is always
supposed to approach his mother-in-law with great
respect and never treat her with familiarity. It is
considered unlucky to compliment the beauty of an
infant, and people may instead tell a mother that
her child is ugly.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The vast majority of the popu-
lation (85 percent) identifies itself as Muslim, while
8 percent of the people are Christians and 7 percent
practice traditional religions. Most of the Christians
are Roman Catholics. Friday afternoon prayers are
widely attended and Muslim holidays are observed.
With very rare exceptions, Muslim women do not
live in seclusion (purdah) or wear the full covering
worn by women in other Islamic countries. Most
Christians are either from the Forest Region or the
Coastal Region, where Catholic missions were more
successful. While few people adhere exclusively to
animist beliefs, many traditional beliefs are widely
practiced and combined with other forms of reli-
gious worship. It is not uncommon for a Muslim or
a Catholic to wear an amulet or charm.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

There are both traditional and Western practitioners
of medicine. Medically-trained doctors and nurses
staff government clinics and a few private clinics
throughout the country. Every district has a medi-
cal dispensary, although many lack supplies and
medicine. In recent years, ‘‘pay as you go’’ reforms
have placed Western medical care out of the reach of
many members of the population. Traditional
health practitioners may use a combination of herb-
al treatments, magic, and counseling to treat pa-
tients. Many people are not reluctant to use both
traditional and Western methods of care in healing
themselves, and some are forced to for financial
reasons.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Independence Day is celebrated on 2 October.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Poverty and scarce material
resources compel the vast majority of artists and
craftspeople to produce goods that serve a practical
purpose.

Literature. Traditional literature, particularly
among the Maninka, is preserved in a body of oral
traditions that are remembered and passed down by
bards. Radio broadcasts and recordings of epic tales
and local histories told by leading griots have helped
transport this literature into the twenty-first cen-
tury. Authors and academics use the printed word
to convey their message, such as Camara Laye, the
author of Dark Child, a novel about a boy growing
up in the colonial era.

Graphic Arts. Woodworkers build and carve fur-
niture such as stools, cabinets, and chairs. Metal
workers collect and melt old aluminum cans to
make utensils and pots. Villagers weave mats and
baskets and dry out and decorate gourds that they
use for household tasks. Weavers and dyers sell
their cloth to men and women, who take it to tailors
to make it into clothing. Most of the graphic arts are
thus born of necessity and are evident in daily life.

Performance Arts. A thriving music industry sup-
ports a wide range of music. Some artists specialize
in traditional music, accompanied by stringed in-
struments. Others combine the musical forms of
their ethnic group or region with influences from
Europe or the Middle East. Cassette tapes are
cheaper in Guinea than in the rest of West Africa
and most of the world, making Guinea a mecca for
buyers of recorded music. Festivals and celebra-
tions, whether public or private, usually feature
dancing and music. In the 1960s, Touré founded Les
Ballet Africains to highlight Guinea’s rich cultural
tradition. This dance troupe continues to tour na-
tionally and internationally.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The physical and social sciences are not strong as a
consequence of a weak and impoverished educa-
tional system. The government has developed a
program at Conakry’s university to train engineers
and geologists to work in bauxite, diamond, and
gold mines. But many of the Guinea’s best students
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and scholars in all fields seek education and employ-
ment outside the country. Those who are able to
often move to France, other European countries, the
United States, or to the Middle East or Asia.
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CULTURE NAME

Guinean

ALTERNATIVE NAME

Formally known as The Republic of Guinea-Bissau

ORIENTATION

Identification. ‘‘Guinea’’ was used by European
explorers and traders to refer the coast of West Af-
rica. It comes from an Arabic term meaning ‘‘the
land of the blacks.’’ ‘‘Bissau,’’ the name of the capi-
tal, may be a corruption of ‘‘Bijago,’’ the name of
the ethnic group that inhabits the dozens of small
islands along the coast. The combined name distin-
guishes the country from its southern neighbor,
Guinea.

Location and Geography. Guinea-Bissau, one of
the smallest and poorest West African nation-
states, is surrounded by former French colonies.
Sharing a border to the north with Senegal and to
the south with Guinea, it has a land area of 13,944
square miles (36,125 square kilometers). The ter-
rain is generally flat and nearly at sea level, al-
though there are hills in the southeastern region.
Wide tidal estuaries surrounded by mangrove
swamps penetrate forty miles into the interior,
where coastal rain forest gives way to sparsely
wooded savanna.

Demography. In 1998, the population was at
1,206,311. The population is 76 percent rural, but
almost 20 percent of the inhabitants live in the
capital city. More than half the citizens were born
after independence in 1974. Fula and Mandinga,
who were traditionally politically centralized and
make up the Moslem majority in the interior, ac-
count for roughly 30 percent of the population.
Balanta, Manjaco, and Papel in the coastal and tidal
zone constitute a sizable demographic majority.

Linguistic Affiliation. Government documents
are written in Portuguese, students beyond the first
few years of elementary school are taught in Portu-
guese, and government officials speak that lan-
guage. However, only about 10 percent of the citi-
zens are fluent in Portuguese. The national lingua
franca is Criolu, which is derived primarily from
Portuguese. Almost all Guineans born after 1974
know Criolu, although most speak it as a second
language. Criolu developed in the era of slave trad-
ing, when it was used for communication between
Portuguese merchant-administrators and the local
populations. It became the primary language of
Cape Verdeans, who were descendants of West Afri-
can slaves and resettled in Portuguese coastal
enclaves. These people were employed by the gov-
ernment in the lower levels of the colonial bureau-
cracy and engaged in local commercial activities.
Criolu became the de facto national language during
the struggle for liberation (1961–1974). Today
Criolu is associated with an urban ethnic minority
that identifies itself as Cape Verdean. It is also the
language of national identity. Patriotic songs and
slogans are invariably in Criolu and the national
news is broadcast in that language.

Most residents are more comfortable speaking
local African languages; close to half the population
is monolingual in a local language. Balanta,
Manjaco, and Papel speak related but mutually un-
intelligible languages that are distantly related to
languages spoken in Senegal. The language of the
Bijagos islanders off the coast is unrelated to that of
any neighboring group. The languages spoken by
Mandinga and Fula allow them to communicate
with their cultural kin in neighboring nations.

Symbolism. The flag, with horizontal stripes of
green, red, and yellow and a black star in the center,
reflects an explicit concern to define the country in
terms of national liberation and as pan-African
rather than ethnic. During the revolution, efforts
were made to minimize ethnic distinctions, and this
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effort is reflected in the pervasive use of Criolu as the
language of political slogans and patriotic celebra-
tion. Schools and avenues are named after heroes of
the revolution, such as Domingos Ramos, who was
killed while leading the first organized guerrilla bat-
talion. Pan-African martyrs to national liberation
such as Patrice Lumumba are similarly enshrined.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. By the sixteenth cen-
tury, European traders had established permanent
trading posts along the coast and encouraged local
peoples to raid their neighbors for slaves. The slave
trade created and reinforced ethnic distinctions in
the region. Bijagos became notorious slave raiders,
and Manjaco and Papel produced food for the
coastal trading posts, along with trade goods, such
as elaborately patterned textiles.

After the end of the slave trade in the mid-
nineteenth century, Bijagos maintained their inde-
pendence until the 1930s. Manjaco and Papel were
among the first people in the region to migrate to
Cape Verdean and European pontas or concessions,
to share-crop peanuts. They were active in the wild
rubber trade in the early twentieth century, migrat-
ing to Senegal and Gambia. The end of the slave
trade led to political collapse and chaos among the
more politically centralized Moslem groups in the
interior. As Moslem factions fought, they also
raided the coast, leading to confrontations with Eu-
ropean traders.

The nation began as a colony consisting of the
mainland territory and the islands of Cape Verde.
Not until the first decades of the twentieth century
were the Portuguese able to control the territory.
Until then, the Portuguese had ruled only the
coastal enclaves and were the virtual hostages of
their African hosts, who controlled food and water
supplies. In 1913 the Portuguese, under Teixeira
Pinto, allied themselves with Fula troops under
Abdulai Injai and defeated all the coastal groups.
Then the Portuguese exploited divisions among the
Moslems to destroy Injai and his followers, becom-
ing the sole power in the region.

During the Salazarist era, the Portuguese built
roads, bridges, hospitals, and schools. At the begin-
ning of the 1960s their rule was contested by Afri-
can nationalists under the leadership of Amilcar
Cabral. By 1974, when Portugal recognized the na-
tion’s independence, the nationalist forces had de-
veloped a political and economic infrastructure pro-
viding basic services for the vast majority of local
residents.

National Identity. The success of the revolution-
ary struggle created a strong sense of national iden-
tity that was reinforced by linguistic distinctive-
ness. Because of the upheaval caused by the war for
liberation, large numbers of residents migrated to
neighboring countries and to Europe.

Efforts to liberalize the economy and democra-
tize the political system have led to corruption and
exacerbated the gap in wealth between government
officials and the citizens. As a result, the nation-
state has come to be perceived as a platform for
enriching oneself and one’s family and a source of
passports and identity papers that allow people to
escape from the nation.

Ethnic Relations. In recent national elections, eth-
nically based parties have not been successful. As
the nation becomes increasingly divided economi-
cally, ethnicity may become a way to mobilize fac-
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Young Bijagos Islands men perform ritual dances to attract wives in this matriarchal society. Most other ethnic groups in Guinea-
Bissau are more patriarchal.

tions. Recent coup attempts have divided the mili-
tary, and animosity toward the wealthy may be
increasingly directed at Cape Verdeans. Persons of
Cape Verdean descent have been banned from run-
ning for the presidency.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Bissau is a huge city relative to the country’s size.
Many of the larger buildings were constructed by the
Portuguese. The core of the city is a planned colonial
capital, with buildings, boulevards, and vistas in the
modernist style. The smaller district capitals also fea-
ture colonial architecture. There are postcolonial
buildings such as the Chinese hospital in Canchungo,
but the architecture is largely West African. Rectan-
gular houses with zinc roofs and concrete floors are
common in villages and small towns. In villages,
much housing is still traditional in form and materi-
als. Dried mud and thatched circular huts in ethni-
cally distinct styles are a common feature.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Rice is a staple among the
coastal peoples. It is also a prestige food, and so the

country imports it to feed the urban population.
Millet is a staple crop in the interior. Both are sup-
plemented with a variety of locally produced sauces
that combine palm oil or peanuts, tomatoes, and
onions with fish.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Most
people participate in elaborate life cycle ceremonies
in which family and community celebrates events
such as birth, circumcision, marriage, and death.
Most of these events, especially funerals, entail the
sacrifice of livestock for consumption and ritual of-
fering and the consumption of large quantities of
palm wine or rum.

Basic Economy. The economy depends heavily on
foreign aid to support the governmental bureau-
cracy, teachers and health workers, and the over-
sized military. The economy is basically agricul-
tural; the vast majority of residents live off what
they and their neighbors grow. Villagers depend on
funds from emigrant workers. Urban government
workers at all but the highest levels depend on their
village kin for food. The West African franc (C.F.A.)
is the currency used.

Land Tenure and Property. Traditional land ten-
ure practices and systems of property ownership
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Thatched houses in a Buboque Island village in the Bijagos Islands. Although cities display colonial architecture, villages feature
these more traditional dwellings.

were not altered significantly by the colonial gov-
ernment or the independent state. A range of cus-
tomary practices tend to protect the livelihoods of
rural families and promote economic cooperation at
the village level. There are no landless poor, but
with economic liberalization and attempts to gener-
ate an export income, so-called empty lands have
been granted to members of the government.
Known as pontas, these concessions are enlarged
extensions of earlier colonial practices. Ponta own-
ers provide materials to local farmers who grow
cash crops in exchange for a share of the profits or
for wages.

Commercial Activities. There is a thriving rural
market in livestock and foodstuffs. Most signifi-
cantly Fula, Mandinga, and Balanta breed cattle and
other livestock for consumption among the coastal
groups who pay with funds repatriated by emi-
grant kin living in Senegal and Europe. There is
some local business activity in Bissau but firms are
small and relatively unimportant economically.

Trade. Guinea-Bissau produces and exports ca-
shews, peanuts, fish and shellfish, and palm nuts.
Export partners include Spain, Portugal, and Swe-
den. The country imports food, primarily rice, pe-
troleum products, transport equipment, and con-

sumer goods from Portugal, Russia, Senegal, and
France.

Division of Labor. In urban centers, women work
alongside men in the government. Urban men who
are not employed by the government drive taxis,
work in local factories, and are employed as la-
borers, sailors, and dock workers. Urban women do
domestic work and trade in the markets. In the
villages, children herd livestock, and young people
work collectively to weed or prepare fields. Women
do most domestic tasks. In some regions, women
perform agricultural tasks that once were done by
their husbands.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. In the colonial era, there were
castes in Mandinga and Fula society, along with
specific occupational groups. Among Manjaco and
Papel, distinctions were made between aristocratic
groups and commoners. Aristocrats among coastal
and Moslem peoples continue to enjoy the privileges
of rank.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Markers of
wealth include business suits, cars, and cell phones.
In the villages, funerals in wealthy families involve
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large slaughters of cattle; the dead are wrapped in
greater quantities of cloth, and the guests are more
numerous and better fed.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Until 1994, the country was a one-
party republic with widespread participation and
support. Today opposition parties have gained a
considerable following and the current president
ran against the revolutionary party.

The president selects a cabinet of ministers. Ba-
sic laws are enacted by the hundred delegates to the
National Assembly, who are elected by universal
sufferage.

Since the early 1990s, the government has in-
creasingly privatized basic services and industries
but continues to be the largest employer of workers
outside the agricultural sector.

Leadership and Political Officials. Until the
elections of 1999, almost all political leaders and
officials came from the ranks of those who fought
in the revolution. Midlevel and regional leaders of-
ten came from local aristocratic families.

Social Problems and Control. Social problems
include smuggling, corruption, and emigration of
the educated. With joblessness high in the capital
city, there has been a rise in crime and prostitution.

Military Activity. The military forces that fought
in the revolution emerged with prestige, organiza-
tional skill, and political authority. The armed
forces were also large in proportion to the popula-
tion. With the end of the Cold War and with eco-
nomic and political liberalization, the army has be-
come an economic burden and a threat to political
stability. Several coups have been attempted since
independence. The coup attempt of 1998 paralyzed
the nation for six months and sent a flood of refu-
gees to Senegal and Europe, because of protracted
fighting in Bissau.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Rural Mandinga and Fula and the peo-
ples of the coastal ethnic groups continue to practice
arranged marriage in which a brideprice or groom
service is given. However, young people can make
matches on their own. Interethnic marriage rates
are low but increasing. Men marry later than do
women. Polygamy is accepted. Widows often re-
marry the husband’s brother, thereby remaining in
the same domestic household group.

Women prepare fish of Buboque Island. Fish and shellfish are
important in both Guinean diet and exports.

Domestic Unit. In the villages, the domestic unit is
a large kinship group with common rights to agri-
cultural property and obligations to work for one
another.

Inheritance. Land passes from fathers to sons or
from older brothers to younger brothers. Among
the Manjaco and Papel, rice fields owned by domes-
tic groups are inherited by a sister’s sons, who act as
caretaker-managers, dividing use rights to portions
of the fields.

Kin Groups. All the ethnic groups are organized in
fairly large kin groups known as clans or lineages.
Most kin groups tend to be patrilineal and patri-
local, although there are also large categories of
matrilineal kin who share rights to land and to local
religious and political offices.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. High infant mortality rates result
from a lack of modern health services.

Child Rearing and Education. Education at the
primary school level is almost universal.
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A peanut harvester in Bissau. These nuts, along with cashews and palm nuts, are among Guinea-Bissau’s chief exports.

Higher Education. In the colonial era, only a
handful of residents, primarily of Cape Verdean an-
cestry, went to Portugal for a higher education.
Guineans in Senegal received degrees from French
colonial institutions. During the revolution, many
young people were sent to East Germany, the Soviet
Union, Cuba, and China to be educated at the uni-
versity and postgraduate level. After the revolution,
the government was able to increase the literacy
rate and the numbers of students who earned a high
school diploma. Some of these students study in
technical schools, but it is still necessary to go
abroad for training in a university. Many students
with such educations remain abroad.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Despite centuries of Catholic
and Protestant missionary activity, few people
claim to be Christian. The overwhelming majority
(over 60 percent) of residents practice indigenous
religions.

Rituals and Holy Places. The coastal groups be-
lieve that ancestor spirits exercise power over their
living descendants, and those spirits are recognized
in household shrines at which periodic offerings are
made. In every village, there are dozens of shrines to
tutelary or guardian spirits. These spirits are recog-

nized at public ceremonies in which food and alco-
hol offerings are made and animals are sacrificed.
Such spirits are thought to protect the community
against misfortune. Individuals visit the shrines to
request personal favors. Certain shrines have gained
a transethnic reputation for reliability and power.
Guineans abroad continue to return to those shrines
and send money to pay for sacrifices and ceremo-
nies.

Over 30 percent of Guineans are Moslem and
recognize their allegiance to Islam through practices
such as circumcision and fasting and various forms
of Islamic mysticism.

Death and the Afterlife. The most elaborate and
expensive life cycle rituals are associated with death,
burial, and the enshrinement of ancestors.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Malaria and tuberculosis are rampant. Infant mor-
tality rates are high and life expectancy is generally
low because Western medicine is available only in-
termittently. Most residents seek out local healers,
go to diviners, and make offerings at shrines. The
government has made efforts to provide primary
nursing care in the villages, but the country contin-
ues to rely on foreign doctors. There is a hospital in
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Teenagers from Bijagos Islands playing the drums. Almost all children receive primary education in Guinea-Bissau.

the district capital of Canchungo that is run by
Chinese medical personnel but also employs Euro-
pean doctors. Cubans once provided advance care in
the hospital in Bissau.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Independence Day, celebrated on 24 September, is
the major national holiday. Carnival in Bissau, once
a festival associated with Catholic Criolu culture,
has become a multiethnic celebration.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. National television pro-
gramming and radio programming provide some
support for the arts.

Literature. Amilcar Cabral wrote extensively on
the goals and theories of national liberation. His
speeches are widely read today. Guineans of Cape
Verdean ancestry such as Fausto Duarte, Terencio
Anahory, and Joao Alves da Neves have begun to
write fiction in Criolu. The Manjaco poet Antonio
Baticam Ferreira has been published in Europe.

Graphic Arts. Art tends to be religious and tradi-
tional, and is made and used by villagers. There is

not much of a market for tourist art, but Bijagos
islanders produce carvings for the tourist markets.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Until the civil war of 1998, there was a research
program in Bissau called the Instituto Nacional de
Estudos e Pesquisas (INEP). During the war, the
INEP building was damaged and its archives and
library were vandalized.
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CULTURE NAME

Guyanese

ORIENTATION

Identification. Guyana is an Amerindian word
meaning ‘‘the land of many waters.’’ Attempts to
forge a common identity have foundered, and it is
more accurate to speak of African, Indian, and Am-
erindian Guyanese cultures. There were small Euro-
pean, Portuguese ‘‘colored,’’ and Chinese communi-
ties before large-scale migration to Canada and the
United States in the late 1960s. British Guiana was
referred to as ‘‘the land of six peoples.’’

Location and Geography. Guyana is on the
northeastern shoulder of South America, bounded
on the north by the Atlantic Ocean, on the east by
Suriname, on the northwest by Venezuela, and on
the south and southwest by Brazil. The capital city
is Georgetown. In an area of 83,000 square miles
(212,000 square kilometers), there are three re-
gions: the narrow coastal belt of rich alluvium; the
densely forested, hilly sand and clay belt; and the
Rupununi grasslands between the rain forests and
the frontier with Brazil. Over 90 percent of the
population lives on the coastal belt, which is below
sea level. The Dutch, using African slaves in the
eighteenth century, made this area habitable. Every
square mile of cultivated land has forty-nine miles
of drainage canals and ditches and sixteen miles of
high-level waterways.

Demography. The population was 758,619 in
1980. It had declined to 723,800 in 1991, and an
estimated 720,700 in 1996. In 1991, the population
consisted of 49 percent Indians; 35 percent Africans;
7 percent mixed race peoples; and 6.8 percent Am-
erindians. Indians are of the following religions:
Hindu, 65 percent; Muslim, 20 percent; and Chris-
tian, 15 percent. Massive migration has led to the
virtual disappearance of Chinese, mixed, Europeans,
and Portuguese.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official language is En-
glish. No African languages survived slavery, nor
have those of the indentured laborers (Indians,
Madeiran Portuguese, and Chinese). Guyanese
speak creole dialects of English with varying ethnic
lexical imprints. However, all dialects are mutually
intelligible.

Symbolism. There are few national symbols or
metaphors. The national hero, Cuffy, the leader of
the Berbice Slave Rebellion in 1763, is primarily an
African Guyanese hero whose statue in Georgetown
evokes Indian antipathy. Indians tend to identify
with an India of the imagination and the Hindu and
Muslim religions. Africans often look to an imag-
ined Africa. The utopian vision of Guyana—El
Dorado—created by Sir Walter Raleigh in the
1590s, claims the imagination of most Guyanese
today.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

National Identity. The colonial rulers promoted
images of Britishness to inculcate loyalty to the
empire, but although various ethnic groups ab-
sorbed aspects of that culture, they retained their
identities. The Portuguese attempted to selectively
Anglicize their Madeiran Catholic culture to stress
their European-ness. Most Africans adapted British
culture to an essentially African core. Indians, com-
ing after the Africans (between 1838 and 1917),
sustained a stronger sense of their national identity.
This process of ‘‘creolization’’ affected all groups
but did not forge a national culture.

Ethnic Relations. After adopting British cultural
idioms, the African and mixed middle class
deprecated the ‘‘backward coolie’’ culture of In-
dians. The Indians, steeped in ancient notions of
caste, brought rigid ideals of color and physical
features to their judgment of African people, al-
though most Indian immigrants were themselves
dark. Africans and Indians thus constructed distinct
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identities. A brief political compromise in the early
1950s could not moderate their mutual incompre-
hension. In the early 1960s, both groups violently
contested the space being vacated by the British; this
has left a legacy of racial hatred. Ethnic relations
since independence in 1966 have been undermined
by the notion that politics consists of the allocation
of the spoils of power to the ruling ethnic section.
Alternating ruling African and Indian elites publicly
criticize the role of culture and ethnicity in political
mobilization while exploiting it.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The two main commercial centers are Georgetown
and New Amsterdam. The colonial architecture
found in parts of Georgetown is still impressive
wooden buildings with jalousies and high ceilings to
facilitate ventilation, some featuring large, wooden
verandas. In rural areas, there are many wooden
buildings made up of many eclectic styles, but all
are built on stilts to protect them from floods.
Wooden buildings are fading into the past, how-
ever, as concrete buildings are becoming more com-
mon.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Basic foods reflect ethnic pref-
erences, but there has been considerable cross-fertil-
ization. The creole foods created by Africans have
been adopted by all the other groups. Dishes made
from ‘‘ground provisions’’ now constitute a na-
tional menu: crab or fish soups with plantains, ed-
does, cassava, dasheen, and coconut milk; ‘‘cook-up
rice’’ with black-eyed peas, pigs tail, green plantain,
and cassareep; and Indian curries and roti.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. At Afri-
can festivals and life cycle rites, creole foods are
served. Vegetarian curries are provided at Hindu
weddings; the day after a wedding, curried meat is
served.

Basic Economy. Most food is produced locally, in-
cluding rice, fruits and vegetables, sugar, cooking
oils, fish and seafood, meat, and rum. Colonial
tastes survive in the form of sardines, corned beef
and mutton, chocolate, and whiskey. Imports
largely consist of fuels and lubricants, cars, agricul-
tural machinery, clothing and footwear, and con-
sumer durables.

Commercial Activities. In a primarily agricultural
country, the main exports are sugar and rum. Rice
is grown primarily on small farms, and coconuts
also are an important crop. The major industrial
products are bauxite, gold, and lumber. Fishing is
established, as is livestock rearing. Tourism, mainly
to the wild interior, is in its infancy.

Major Industries. Industry is still in its infancy in
Guyana. The one exception to this are the compa-
nies that process bauxite and the facilities in rural
areas set up to dredge for gold.

Trade. Guyana trades primarily with the Euro-
pean Union (mainly the United Kingdom), Canada,

G U Y A N A

9 6 1



the United States, and the Caribbean community.
Most of the country’s main export, sugar, is sold to
the European Union. The bulk of rice production
goes to the Caribbean, and bauxite is exported to
Canada and the United States.

Division of Labor. Eighty percent of workers in
the sugar industry and 90 percent of rice farmers
are Indian, as are many growers of fruits and vege-
tables and forestry and fishing workers. Africans
tend to go into the professions, work in public ser-
vice, and seek employment as skilled workers in
urban centers and the interior.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. There are class differences
within each ethnic group. One can identify an In-
dian middle class based primarily in commerce and
an African middle class in the professions and the
upper echelons of public service. Middle class con-
sciousness across ethnic lines is weak, and includes
very few Amerindians. Between 1988 and 1996,
gross domestic product increased by forty percent,
with remarkable growth in sectors where Indians
are disproportionately represented. The public
sector, where Africans dominate, experienced no
growth in that period.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Markers that
locate people as middle class regardless of ethnicity
include place of residence, the employment of secu-
rity guards, the type of car driven, the type of
English spoken, the frequency of travel overseas,
where and what the men drink, where the women
shop, clubs, and access to private tutors for chil-
dren.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The 1992 and 1997 general elections
were won by the predominantly Indian People’s Pro-
gressive Party (PPP). The elections of 1968, 1973,
1980, and 1985 and the referendum of 1978 were
widely seen to be rigged in favor of the predomi-
nantly African People’s National Congress (PNC),
which ruled from 1964 to 1992. The electoral sys-
tem has been one of proportional representation
since 1964. Fifty-three seats in the national Parlia-
ment are allocated proportionally. Another tier of
government serves the ten regions; the President,
who is the leader of the victorious party, heads the
government but does not sit in Parliament.

Leadership and Political Officials. Elections are
a demonstration of ethnic strength rather than a

reflection of popular will. Cheddi Jagan and L. F. S.
Burnham were the cofounders of the PPP, a loose
coalition of the two main ethnic groups. The first
PPP government, elected in April 1953, was thrown
out by the British for fear of communism. Party
rivalries since that time have involved different ver-
sions of Marxism, and the various parties have
failed to deal with racial antagonism.

Military Activity. Before the 1990s, the army was
crucial to the projection of political power, and was
a source of employment for African youths. In
1992, the Guyana Defence Force was 97 percent
African and 3 percent Amerindian, with Indians
accounting for less than one percent.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. The economic and
political spheres are dominated by men, but a few
women are senior officials in the government. Al-
though there has been one female president, there is
a paucity of women in the cabinet, the legislature,
and the leadership of political parties. Women play
a significant role as farmers, market vendors, teach-
ers, nurses, civil servants, and clerks, as well as
doing housework. In recent years girls have outper-
formed boys in regional examinations, and more
women than men attend university.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
abandonment of children by fathers and a culture of
male-centered drinking frequently leave women
with the sole responsibility for their children. In
urban areas, where the extended family is often
nonexistent, many African women are the family
breadwinners. The state provides virtually no social
welfare assistance.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Among Hindus and Muslims, arranged,
comparatively early marriages are common.
Middle-class Indians have greater freedom in
choosing a spouse, especially if the woman is a
professional. Marriage usually occurs later, and the
family is smaller. Indian families are patriarchal and
often function as corporate economic units. Formal
marriage is less common among the African work-
ing class, and the middle classes marry later.

Domestic Unit. There is a high incidence of multi-
generational women-centered households in work-
ing-class families. Younger men may belong to and
contribute to the household, and older men may
join later. Men usually marry late and often engage
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A woman prepares cachiri, an alcoholic drink, in a workshop.

in serial monogamy before forming a stable rela-
tionship.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Among all the ethnic groups, the ex-
tended family plays a role in the socialization of
children. In an outdoor society, children are allowed
to roam. In rural communities, discipline is a com-
munal responsibility. Children and younger adults
address elders not by their names but as ‘‘auntie’’ or
‘‘uncle.’’ Children usually are carried by parents,
siblings, and relatives.

Child Rearing and Education. Teaching children
‘‘correct’’ behavior is a priority. Corporal punish-
ment is considered indispensable, and attendance at
church, temple, or mosque is used to inculcate
moral values. Life cycle rites and rituals are central
to the shaping of a child.

Higher Education. Mixed people and Africans
were pioneers in education. Until the 1930s, Indians
tended to resist educating girls, but the example of
other groups and the emergence of an Indian middle
class have led to a changed attitude. Until de-
colonization in the late 1960s, secondary schools
were excellent. The University of Guyana, founded
in 1963, has produced many distinguished scholars

and professionals, but it has also suffered from the
mass exodus of Guyanese academics.

RELIGION

Religious beliefs. African, Amerindian, and Indian
traditional cultures have sustained folk practices
that have penetrated Christianity, Hinduism, and
Islam. Obeah has its roots in African folk religion
but influences Indians as well, and Indian spirit
possession has affected rural African religious sensi-
bility.

Religious Practitioners. Christian ministers,
Hindu priests (Brahmins), and Muslim imams com-
mand considerable deference. However, folk reli-
gious leaders such as obeah men and women, char-
ismatic leaders in Afro-Christian sects, and similar
leaders in folk Hinduism compete with the estab-
lished religious leaders.

Death and the Afterlife. Death requires the public
articulation of grief; the ‘‘wake’’ or vigil, facilitates
communal support for the bereaved, who recipro-
cate by providing a feast for the community.
Hindus believe in reincarnation, and Africans believe
that the spirit of the dead must be placated and
assisted.
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Produce displayed for sale at a market in Parika Quayside. Agriculture is Guyana’s principal commercial activity.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Most festivals are based on Christian, Hindu, and
Islamic beliefs, so there are few truly secular holi-
days or events. However, ‘‘Mashramani’’ is cele-
brated to mark the country’s Republic Day on 23
February, and the anniversary of the Berbice Slave
Rebellion of 1763 is also noted.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. It is extremely difficult for
artists to survive as public funding is very limited.
Many artists have migrated.

Literature. Africans celebrate their history of re-
sistance and achievement through Anancy tales,
proverbs, songs, and stories. This tradition has
shaped Guyanese literary sensibility. The first
major Guyanese novelist was Edgar Mittelholzer
(1909–1965), who lived and worked in England
most of his life. His first novel, Corentyne Thunder,
was published in 1941 and was followed by 22
additional novels. Another noted Guyanese author,
Wilson Harris (1923– ), also did most of his writing
in England. His works were greatly influenced by
Amerindian myths and the haunting solitude of the
rain forests and its majestic rivers. The country’s

best-known poet is Martin Carter (1927–1996),
whose work was influenced by the political turmoil
of the 1940s and early 1950s.

Graphic Arts. The country’s most accomplished
painter, Aubrey Williams, was steeped in Am-
erindian motifs and images of the hinterland. The
work of the sculptor Philip Moore is informed by
West African artistic forms and motifs. In pottery,
woodcraft, and basketry, Amerindians produce for
the domestic and foreign markets. There is a na-
tional collection of paintings but no national
gallery.

Performance Arts. There is a rich heritage of folk
music, dance, and drama in each of the main ethnic
groups but no art form to project a national iden-
tity. The impact of the national School of Dance has
been limited; music and dance are still essentially
ethnic. The Theatre Guild in Georgetown has sus-
tained a dramatic tradition, as has the professional
Theatre Company, but drama appeals mainly to the
elite.
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CULTURE NAME

Haitian

ORIENTATION

Identification. Haiti, a name that means
‘‘mountainous country,’’ is derived from the lan-
guage of the Taino Indians who inhabited the island
before European colonization. After independence in
1804, the name was adopted by the military gen-
erals, many of them former slaves, who expelled the
French and took possession of the colony then
known as Saint Domingue. In 2000, 95 percent of
the population was of African descent, and the re-
maining 5 percent mulatto and white. Some
wealthy citizens think of themselves as French, but
most residents identify themselves as Haitian and
there is a strong sense of nationalism.

Location and Geography. Haiti covers 10,714
square miles (27,750 square kilometers). It is lo-
cated in the subtropics on the western third of His-
paniola, the second largest island in the Caribbean,
which it shares with the Spanish-speaking Domini-
can Republic. The neighboring islands include Cuba,
Jamaica, and Puerto Rico. Three-quarters of the ter-
rain is mountainous; the highest peak is the Morne
de Selle. The climate is mild, varying with altitude.
The mountains are calcareous rather than volcanic
and give way to widely varying microclimatic and
soil conditions. A tectonic fault line runs through
the country, causing occasional and sometimes
devastating earthquakes. The island is also located
within the Caribbean hurricane belt.

Demography. The population has grown steadily
from 431,140 at independence in 1804 to the esti-
mate of 6.9 million to 7.2 million in 2000. Haiti is
one of the most densely populated countries in the
world. Until the 1970s, over 80 percent of the pop-
ulation resided in rural areas, and today, over 60
percent continue to live in provincial villages,
hamlets, and homesteads scattered across the rural

landscape. The capital city is Port-au-Prince, which
is five times larger than the next biggest city, Cape
Haitian.

Over one million native-born Haitians live over-
seas; an additional fifty thousand leave the country
every year, predominantly for the United States but
also to Canada and France. Approximately 80 per-
cent of permanent migrants come from the edu-
cated middle and upper classes, but very large num-
bers of lower-class Haitians temporarily migrate to
the Dominican Republic and Nassau Bahamas to
work at low-income jobs in the informal economy.
An unknown number of lower-income migrants
remain abroad.

Linguistic Affiliation. For most of the nation’s
history the official language has been French. How-
ever, the language spoken by the vast majority of
the people is kreyol, whose pronunciation and vo-
cabulary are derived largely from French but whose
syntax is similar to that of other creoles. With the
adoption of a new constitution in 1987, kreyol was
given official status as the primary official lan-
guage. French was relegated to the status of a secon-
dary official language but continues to prevail
among the elite and in government, functioning as
marker of social class and a barrier to the less edu-
cated and the poor. An estimated 5–10 percent of
the population speaks fluent French, but in recent
decades massive emigration to the United States and
the availability of cable television from the United
States have helped English replace French as the sec-
ond language in many sectors of the population.

Symbolism. Residents attach tremendous impor-
tance to the expulsion of the French in 1804, an
event that made Haiti the first independently black-
ruled nation in the world, and only the second
country in the Western Hemisphere to achieve inde-
pendence from imperial Europe. The most noted
national symbols are the flag, Henri Christophe’s
citadel and the statue of the ‘‘unknown maroon’’
(Maroon inconnu), a bare-chested revolutionary
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trumpeting a conch shell in a call to arms. The
presidential palace is also an important national
symbol.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of a Nation. Hispaniola was discov-
ered by Christopher Columbus in 1492 and was the
first island in the New World settled by the Spanish.
By 1550, the indigenous culture of the Taino In-
dians had vanished from the island, and Hispaniola
became a neglected backwater of the Spanish
Empire. In the mid-1600s, the western third of the
island was populated by fortune seekers, casta-
ways, and wayward colonists, predominantly

French, who became pirates and buccaneers, hunt-
ing wild cattle and pigs unleashed by the earliest
European visitors and selling the smoked meat to
passing ships. In the mid-1600s, the French used
the buccaneers as mercenaries (freebooters) in an
unofficial war against the Spanish. In the Treaty of
Ryswick of 1697, France forced Spain to cede the
western third of Hispaniola. This area became the
French colony of Saint Domingue. By 1788, the col-
ony had become the ‘‘jewel of the Antilles,’’ the
richest colony in the world.

In 1789, revolution in France sparked dissen-
sion in the colony, which had a population of half a
million slaves (half of all the slaves in the Carib-
bean); twenty-eight thousand mulattoes and free
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blacks, many of whom were wealthy landowners;
and thirty-six thousand white planters, artisans,
slave drivers, and small landholders. In 1791,
thirty-five thousand slaves rose in an insurrection,
razed a thousand plantations, and took to the hills.
Thirteen years of war and pestilence followed.
Spanish, English, and French troops were soon
battling one another for control of the colony. The
imperial powers militarized the slaves, training
them in the arts of ‘‘modern’’ warfare. Grands
blancs (rich white colonists), petits blancs (small
farmers and working-class whites), mulatres (mu-
lattoes), and noirs (free blacks) fought, plotted, and
intrigued. Each local interest group exploited its po-
sition at every opportunity to achieve its political
and economic objectives. From the mayhem
emerged some of the greatest black military men in
history, including Toussaint Louverture. In 1804,
the last European troops were soundly defeated and
driven from the island by a coalition of former
slaves and mulattoes. In January 1804 the rebel
generals declared independence, inaugurating Haiti
as the first sovereign ‘‘black’’ country in the mod-
ern world and the second colony in the Western
Hemisphere to gain independence from imperial
Europe.

Since gaining independence, Haiti has had fleet-
ing moments of glory. An early eighteenth century
kingdom ruled by Henri Christophe prospered and
thrived in the north, and from 1822 to 1844 Haiti
ruled the entire island. The late nineteenth century
was a period of intense internecine warfare in which
ragtag armies backed by urban politicians and con-
spiring Western businessmen repeatedly sacked
Port-au-Prince. By 1915, the year in which U.S.
marines began a nineteen year occupation of the
country, Haiti was among the poorest nations in
the Western Hemisphere.

National Identity. During the century of relative
isolation that followed independence, the peasantry
developed distinct traditions in cuisine, music,
dance, dress, ritual, and religion. Some elements of
African cultures survive, such as specific prayers, a
few words, and dozens of spirit entities, but Haitian
culture is distinct from African and other New
World cultures.

Ethnic Relations. The only ethnic subdivision is
that of the syrians, the early twentieth-century Lev-
antine emigrants who have been absorbed into the
commercial elite but often self-identify by their an-
cestral origins. Haitians refer to all outsiders, even
dark-skinned outsiders of African ancestry, as blan
(‘‘white’’).

In the neighboring Dominican Republic, despite
the presence of over a million Haitian farm workers,
servants, and urban laborers, there exists intense
prejudice against Haitians. In 1937, the Dominican
dictator Rafael Trujillo ordered the massacre of an
estimated fifteen to thirty-five thousand Haitians
living in the Dominican Republic.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE

OF SPACE

The most famous architectural accomplishments
are King Henri Christophe’s postindependence San
Souci palace, which was almost entirely destroyed
by an earthquake in the early 1840s, and his moun-
taintop fortress, the Citadelle Laferrière, which sur-
vives largely intact.

The contemporary rural landscape is domi-
nated by houses that vary in style from one re-
gion to another. Most are single-story, two-room
shacks, usually with a front porch. In the dry,
treeless areas, houses are constructed of rock or
wattle and daub with mud or lime exteriors. In
other regions, walls are made from the easily
hewn native palm; in still other areas, particularly
in the south, houses are made of Hispaniola pine
and local hardwoods. When the owner can afford
it, the outside of a house is painted in an array of
pastel colors, mystic symbols are often painted on
the walls, and the awnings are fringed with color-
ful hand-carved trimming.

In cities, early twentieth century bourgeoisie,
foreign entrepreneurs, and the Catholic clergy
blended French and southern United States Victo-
rian architectural styles and took the rural gin-
gerbread house to its artistic height, building fan-
tastic multicolored brick and timber mansions with
tall double doors, steep roofs, turrets, cornices, ex-
tensive balconies, and intricately carved trim. These
exquisite structures are fast disappearing as a result
of neglect and fires. Today one increasingly finds
modern block and cement houses in both provincial
villages and urban areas. Craftsmen have given
these new houses traditional gingerbread qualities
by using embedded pebbles, cut stones, preformed
cement relief, rows of shaped balusters, concrete
turrets, elaborately contoured cement roofing, large
balconies, and artistically welded wrought-iron
trimming and window bars reminiscent of the
carved fringe that adorned classic gingerbread
houses.
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Haitians in Gonaı̈ves celebrate the deposition of President Jean-Claude Duvalier in February, 1986.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Nutritional deficits are caused
not by inadequate knowledge but by poverty. Most
residents have a sophisticated understanding of di-
etary needs, and there is a widely known system of
indigenous food categories that closely approxi-
mates modern, scientifically informed nutritional
categorization. Rural Haitians are not subsistence
farmers. Peasant women typically sell much of the
family harvest in regional open-air market places
and use the money to buy household foods.

Rice and beans are considered the national dish
and are the most commonly eaten meal in urban
areas. Traditional rural staples are sweet potatoes,
manioc, yams, corn, rice, pigeon peas, cowpeas,
bread, and coffee. More recently, a wheat-soy blend
from the United States has been incorporated into
the diet.

Important treats include sugarcane, mangoes,
sweetbread, peanut and sesame seed clusters made
from melted brown sugar, and candies made from
bittermanioc flour. People make a crude but highly
nutritious sugar paste called rapadou.

Haitians generally eat two meals a day: a small
breakfast of coffee and bread, juice, or an egg and a
large afternoon meal dominated by a carbohydrate
source such as manioc, sweet potatoes, or rice. The

afternoon meal always includes beans or a bean
sauce, and there is usually a small amount of poul-
try, fish, goat, or, less commonly, beef or mutton,
typically prepared as a sauce with a tomato paste
base. Fruits are prized as between-meal snacks.
Non-elite people do not necessarily have commu-
nity or family meals, and individuals eat wherever
they are comfortable. A snack customarily is eaten
at night before one goes to sleep.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Festive
occasions such as baptismal parties, first commun-
ions, and marriages include the mandatory Haitian
colas, cake, a spiced concoction of domestic rum
(kleren), and a thick spiked drink made with con-
densed milk called kremass. The middle class and the
elite mark the same festivities with Western sodas,
Haitian rum (Babouncourt), the national beer (Pres-
tige), and imported beers. Pumpkin soup (bouyon) is
eaten on New Year’s day.

Basic Economy. Haiti is the poorest country in the
Western Hemisphere and one of the poorest in the
world. It is a nation of small farmers, commonly
referred to as peasants, who work small private
landholdings and depend primarily on their own
labor and that of family members. There are no
contemporary plantations and few concentrations
of land. Although only 30 percent of the land is
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considered suitable for agriculture, more than 40
percent is worked. Erosion is severe. Real income for
the average family has not increased in over twenty
years and has declined precipitously in rural areas.
In most rural areas, the average family of six earns
less than $500 per year.

Since the 1960s, the country has become heav-
ily dependent on food imports—primarily rice,
flour, and beans—from abroad, particularly from
the United States. Other major imports from the
United States are used material goods such as
clothes, bicycles, and motor vehicles. The Haitian
has become primarily domestic, and production is
almost entirely for domestic consumption. A vigor-
ous internal marketing system dominates the econ-
omy and includes trade not only in agricultural
produce and livestock but also in homemade crafts.

Land Tenure and Property. Land is relatively
evenly distributed. Most holdings are small (ap-
proximately three acres), and there are very few
landless households. Most property is privately
held, though there is a category of land known as
State Land that, if agriculturally productive, is
rented under a long-term lease to individuals or
families and is for all practical purposes private.
Unoccupied land frequently is taken over by squat-
ters. There is a vigorous land market, as rural
households buy and sell land. Sellers of land gener-
ally need cash to finance either a life crisis event
(healing or burial ritual) or a migratory venture.
Land is typically bought, sold, and inherited with-
out official documentation (no government has ever
carried out a cadastral survey). Although there are
few land titles, there are informal tenure rules that
give farmers relative security in their holdings. Un-
til recently, most conflicts over land were between
members of the same kin group. With the departure
of the Duvalier dynasty and the emergence of politi-
cal chaos, some conflicts over land have led to
bloodshed between members of different communi-
ties and social classes.

Commercial Activities. There is a thriving internal
market that is characterized at most levels by itiner-
ant female traders who specialize in domestic items
such as produce, tobacco, dried fish, used clothing,
and livestock.

Major Industries. There are small gold and copper
reserves. For a short time the Reynolds Metals Com-
pany operated a bauxite mine, but it was closed in
1983 because of conflict with the government. Off-
shore assembly industries owned principally by
U.S. entrepreneurs employed over sixty thousand

people in the mid-1980s but declined in the later
1980s and early 1990s as a result of political unrest.
There is one cement factory—most of the cement
used in the country is imported—and a single flour
mill.

Trade. In the 1800s, the country exported wood,
sugarcane, cotton and coffee, but by the 1960s,
even the production of coffee, long the major ex-
port, had been all but strangled through excessive
taxation, lack of investment in new trees, and bad
roads. Recently, coffee has yielded to mangoes as the
primary export. Other exports include cocoa and
essential oils for the cosmetics and pharmaceutical
industries. Haiti has become a major transshipment
point for illegal drug trafficking.

Imports come predominantly from the United
States and include used clothing, mattresses, auto-
mobiles, rice, flour, and beans. Cement is imported
from Cuba and South America.

Division of Labor. There is a large degree of infor-
mal specialization in both rural and urban areas. At
the highest level are craftsmen known as bosses,
including carpenters, masons, electricians, welders,
mechanics, and tree sawyers. Specialists make most
craft items, and there are others who castrate ani-
mals and climb coconut trees. Within each trade
there are subdivisions of specialists.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Class and Castes. There has always been a wide
economic gulf between the masses and a small,
wealthy elite and more recently, a growing middle
class. Social status is well marked at all levels of
society by the degree of French words and phrases
used in speech, Western dress patterns, and the
straightening of hair.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The wealthiest
people tend to be lighter-skinned or white. Some
scholars see this apparent color dichotomy as evi-
dence of racist social division, but it also can be
explained by historical circumstances and the im-
migration and intermarrying of the light-skinned
elite with white merchants from Lebanon, Syria,
Germany, the Netherlands, Russia, other Caribbean
countries, and, to a far lesser extent, the United
States. Many presidents have been dark-skinned,
and dark-skinned individuals have prevailed in the
military.
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Both music and painting are popular forms of artistic
expression in Haiti.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Haiti is a republic with a bicameral
legislature. It is divided into departments that are
subdivided into arrondissments, communes, com-
mune sectionals, and habitations. There have been
numerous constitutions. The legal system is based
on the Napoleonic Code, which excluded hereditary
privileges and aimed to provide equal rights to the
population, regardless of religion or status.

Leadership and Political Officials. Political life
was dominated between 1957 and 1971 by the
initially popular, but subsequently brutal, dictator
François ‘‘Papa Doc’’ Duvalier, who was succeeded
by his son Jean-Claude (‘‘Baby Doc’’). The Duvalier
reign ended after popular uprising throughout the
country. In 1991, five years and eight interim gov-
ernments later, a popular leader, Jean Bertrand
Aristide, won the presidency with an overwhelming
majority of the popular vote. Aristide was deposed
seven months later in a military coup. The United
Nations then imposed an embargo on all interna-
tional trade with Haiti. In 1994, threatened with the
invasion by United States forces, the military junta
relinquished control to an international peacekeep-
ing force. The Aristide government was reestab-
lished, and since 1995 an ally of Aristide, Rene

Preval, has ruled a government rendered largely in-
effective by political gridlock.

Social Problems and Control. Since independence,
vigilante justice has been a conspicuous informal
mechanism of the justice system. Mobs have fre-
quently killed criminals and abusive authorities.
With the breakdown in state authority that has
occurred over the last fourteen years of political
chaos, both crime and vigilantism have increased.
The security of life and property, particularly in
urban areas, has become the most challenging issue
facing the people and the government.

Military Activity. The military was disbanded by
United Nations forces in 1994 and replaced by the
Polis Nasyonal d’Ayiti (PNH).

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The infrastructure is in a very poor condition. Inter-
national efforts to change this situation have been
under way since 1915, but the country may be
more underdeveloped today than it was one hun-
dred years ago. International food aid, predomi-
nantly from the United States, supplies over ten
percent of the country’s needs.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Per capita, there are more foreign nongovernmental
organizations and religious missions (predomi-
nantly U.S.-based) in Haiti than in any other coun-
try in the world.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. In both rural and
urban areas, men monopolize the job market. Only
men work as jewelers, construction workers, gen-
eral laborers, mechanics, and chauffeurs. Most doc-
tors, teachers, and politicians are men, although
women have made inroads into the elite profes-
sions, particularly medicine. Virtually all pastors
are male, as are most school directors. Men also
prevail, although not entirely, in the professions of
spiritual healer and herbal practitioner. In the do-
mestic sphere, men are primarily responsible for the
care of livestock and gardens.

Women are responsible for domestic activities
such as cooking, housecleaning and washing
clothes by hand. Rural women and children are re-
sponsible for securing water and firewood, women
help with planting and harvesting. The few wage-
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Haitians expect to haggle when making a purchase.

earning opportunities open to women are in health
care, in which nursing is exclusively a female occu-
pation, and, to a far lesser extent, teaching. In mar-
keting, women dominate most sectors, particularly
in goods such as tobacco, garden produce, and fish.
The most economically active women are skillful
entrepreneurs on whom other market women
heavily depend. Usually specialists in a particular
commodity, these marchann travel between rural
and urban areas, buying in bulk at one market and
redistributing the goods, often on credit, to lower-
level female retailers in other markets.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Rural
women are commonly thought by outsiders to be
severely repressed. Urban middle-class and elite
women have a status equivalent to that of women
in developed countries, but among the impover-
ished urban majority, the scarcity of jobs and the
low pay for female domestic services have led to
widespread promiscuity and the abuse of women.
However, rural women play a prominent economic
role in the household and family. In most areas,
men plant gardens, but women are thought of as
the owners of harvests and, because they are mar-
keters, typically control the husband’s earnings.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage is expected among the elite
and the middle classes, but less than forty percent of
the non-elite population marries (an increase com-
pared with the past resulting from recent Protestant
conversions). However, with or without legal mar-
riage, a union typically is considered complete and
gets the respect of the community when a man has
built a house for the woman and after the first child
has been born. When marriage does occur, it is
usually later in a couple’s relationship, long after a
household has been established and the children
have begun to reach adulthood. Couples usually live
on property belonging to the man’s parents. Living
on or near the wife’s family’s property is common
in fishing communities and areas where male mi-
gration is very high.

Although it is not legal, at any given time about
10 percent of men have more than a single wife, and
these relationships are acknowledged as legitimate
by the community. The women live with their chil-
dren in separate homesteads that are provided for
by the man.

Extra residential mating relationships that do
not involve the establishment of independent
households are common among wealthy rural and
urban men and less fortunate women. Incest re-
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strictions extend to first cousins. There is no
brideprice or dowry, although women generally are
expected to bring certain domestic items into the
union and men must provide a house and garden
plots.

Domestic Unit. Households typically are made up
of nuclear family members and adopted children or
young relatives. Elderly widows and widowers may
live with their children and grandchildren. The hus-
band is thought of as the owner of the house and
must plant gardens and tend livestock. However,
the house typically is associated with the woman,
and a sexually faithful woman cannot be expelled
from a household and is thought of as the manager
of the property and the decision maker regarding
use of funds from the sale of garden produce and
household animals.

Inheritance. Men and women inherit equally
from both parents. Upon the death of a landowner,
land is divided in equal portions among the survi-
ving children. In practice, land often is ceded to
specific children in the form of a sales transaction
before a parent dies.

Kin Groups. Kinship is based on bilateral affilia-
tion: One is equally a member of one’s father’s and
mother’s kin groups. Kinship organization differs
from that of the industrial world with regard to
ancestors and godparentage. Ancestors are given
ritual attention by the large subset of people who
serve the lwa. They are believed to have the power to
influence the lives of the living, and there are certain
ritual obligations that must be satisfied to appease
them. Godparentage is ubiquitous and derives from
Catholic tradition. The parents invite a friend or
acquaintance to sponsor a child’s baptism. This
sponsorship creates a relationship not only between
the child and the godparents but also between the
child’s parents and the godparents. These individu-
als have ritual obligations toward one another and
address each other with the gender-specific terms
konpè (if the person addressed is male) and komè, or
makomè (if the person addressed is female), meaning
‘‘my coparent.’’

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. In some areas infants are given
purgatives immediately after birth, and in some
regions the breast is withheld from newborns for
the first twelve to forty-eight hours, a practice that
has been linked to instruction from misinformed
Western-trained nurses. Liquid supplements usu-
ally are introduced within the first two weeks of

life, and food supplements often are begun thirty
days after birth and sometimes earlier. Infants are
fully weaned at eighteen months.

Child Rearing and Education. Very young chil-
dren are indulged, but by the age of seven or eight
most rural children engage in serious work. Chil-
dren are important in retrieving household water
and firewood and helping to cook and clean around
the house. Children look after livestock, help their
parents in the garden, and run errands. Parents and
guardians are often harsh disciplinarians, and
working-age children may be whipped severely.
Children are expected to be respectful to adults and
obedient to family members, even to siblings only a
few years older than themselves. They are not al-
lowed to talk back or stare at adults when being
scolded. They are expected to say thank you and
please. If a child is given a piece of fruit or bread, he
or she must immediately begin breaking the food
and distributing it to other children. The offspring
of elite families are notoriously spoiled and are
reared from an early age to lord it over their less
fortunate compatriots.

Tremendous importance and prestige are at-
tached to education. Most rural parents try to send
their children at least to primary school, and a child
who excels and whose parents can afford the costs is
quickly exempted from the work demands levied on
other children.

Fosterage (restavek) is a system in which chil-
dren are given to other individuals or families for
the purpose of performing domestic services. There
is an expectation that the child will be sent to school
and that the fostering will benefit the child. The
most important ritual events in the life of a child are
baptism and the first communion, which is more
common among the middle class and the elite. Both
events are marked by a celebration including Hai-
tian colas, a cake or sweetened bread rolls, sweet-
ened rum beverages, and, if the family can afford it,
a hot meal that includes meat.

Higher Education. Traditionally, there has been a
very small, educated urban-based elite, but in the
last thirty years a large and rapidly increasing
number of educated citizens have come from rela-
tively humble rural origins, although seldom from
the poorest social strata. These people attend medi-
cal and engineering schools, and may study at over-
seas universities.

There is a private university and a small state
university in Port-au-Prince, including a medical
school. Both have enrollments of only a few thou-
sand students. Many offspring of middle-class and
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The carnival that precedes Lent is the most popular Haitian festival.

elite families attend universities in the United States,
Mexico City, Montreal, the Dominican Republic,
and, to a much lesser extent, France and Germany.

ETIQUETTE

When entering a yard Haitians shout out onè
(‘‘honor’’), and the host is expected to reply respè
(‘‘respect’’). Visitors to a household never leave
empty-handed or without drinking coffee, or at
least not without an apology. Failure to announce a
departure, is considered rude.

People feel very strongly about greetings,
whose importance is particularly strong in rural
areas, where people who meet along a path or in a
village often say hello several times before engaging
in further conversation or continuing on their way.
Men shake hands on meeting and departing, men
and women kiss on the cheek when greeting,
women kiss each other on the cheek, and rural
women kiss female friends on the lips as a display of
friendship.

Young women do not smoke or drink alcohol of
any kind except on festive occasions. Men typically
smoke and drink at cockfights, funerals, and fes-
tivities but are not excessive in the consumption of

alcohol. As women age and become involved in itin-
erant marketing, they often begin to drink kleren
(rum) and use snuff and/or smoke tobacco in a pipe
or cigar. Men are more prone to smoke tobacco,
particularly cigarettes, than to use snuff.

Men and especially women are expected to sit in
modest postures. Even people who are intimate
with one another consider it extremely rude to pass
gas in the presence of others. Haitians say excuse me
(eskize-m) when entering another person’s space.
Brushing the teeth is a universal practice. People
also go to great lengths to bathe before boarding
public buses, and it is considered proper to bathe
before making a journey, even if this is to be made in
the hot sun.

Women and especially men commonly hold
hands in public as a display of friendship; this is
commonly mistaken by outsiders as homosexual-
ity. Women and men seldom show public affection
toward the opposite sex but are affectionate in pri-
vate.

People haggle over anything that has to do with
money, even if money is not a problem and the price
has already been decided or is known. A mercurial
demeanor is considered normal, and arguments are
common, animated, and loud. People of higher class
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or means are expected to treat those beneath them
with a degree of impatience and contempt. In inter-
acting with individuals of lower status or even
equal social rank, people tend to be candid in refer-
ring to appearance, shortcomings, or handicaps.
Violence is rare but once started often escalates
quickly to bloodshed and serious injury.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The official state religion is Ca-
tholicism, but over the last four decades Protestant
missionary activity has reduced the proportion of
people who identify themselves as Catholic from
over 90 percent in 1960 to less than 70 percent in
2000.

Haiti is famous for its popular religion, known
to its practitioners as ‘‘serving the lwa’’ but referred
to by the literature and the outside world as voodoo
(vodoun). This religious complex is a syncretic mix-
ture of African and Catholic beliefs, rituals, and
religious specialists, and its practitioners (sèvitè)
continue to be members of a Catholic parish. Long
stereotyped by the outside world as ‘‘black magic,’’
vodoun is actually a religion whose specialists derive
most of their income from healing the sick rather
than from attacking targeted victims.

Many people have rejected voodoo, becoming
instead katolik fran (‘‘unmixed Catholics’’ who do
not combine Catholicism with service to the lwa) or
levanjil, (Protestants). The common claim that all
Haitians secretly practice voodoo is inaccurate.
Catholics and Protestants generally believe in the
existence of lwa, but consider them demons to be
avoided rather than family spirits to be served. The
percentage of those who explicitly serve the family
lwa is unknown but probably high.

Religious Practitioners. Aside from the priests of
the Catholic Church and thousands of Protestant
ministers, many of them trained and supported by
evangelical missions from the United States, infor-
mal religious specialists proliferate. Most notable
are the voodoo specialists known by various
names in different regions (houngan, bokò, gangan)
and referred to as manbo in the case of female
specialists. (Females are viewed as having the same
spiritual powers as males, though in practice there
are more houngan than manbo.) There are also
bush priests (pè savann) who read specific Catholic
prayers at funerals and other ceremonial occa-
sions, and hounsi, initiated females who serve as
ceremonial assistants to the houngan or manbo.

Rituals and Holy Places. People make pilgrim-
ages to a series of holy sites. Those sites became
popular in association with manifestations of par-
ticular saints and are marked by unusual geo-
graphic features such as the waterfall at Saut d’Eau,
the most famous of sacred sites. Waterfalls and
certain species of large trees are especially sacred
because they are believed to be the homes of spirits
and the conduits through which spirits enter the
world of living humans.

Death and the Afterlife. Beliefs concerning the
afterlife depend on the religion of the individual.
Strict Catholics and Protestants believe in the exis-
tence of reward or punishment after death. Practi-
tioners of voodoo assume that the souls of all the
deceased go to an abode ‘‘beneath the waters,’’ that
is often associated with lafrik gine (‘‘L’Afrique
Guinée,’’ or Africa). Concepts of reward and pun-
ishment in the afterlife are alien to vodoun.

The moment of death is marked by ritual wail-
ing among family members, friends, and neighbors.
Funerals are important social events and involve
several days of social interaction, including feasting
and the consumption of rum. Family members
come from far away to sleep at the house, and
friends and neighbors congregate in the yard. Men
play dominoes while the women cook. Usually
within the week but sometimes several years later,
funerals are followed by the priè, nine nights of
socializing and ritual. Burial monuments and other
mortuary rituals are often costly and elaborate.
People are increasingly reluctant to be buried under-
ground, preferring to be interred above ground in a
kav, an elaborate multi chambered tomb that may
cost more than the house in which the individual
lived while alive. Expenditures on mortuary ritual
have been increasing and have been interpreted as a
leveling mechanism that redistributes resources in
the rural economy.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Malaria, typhoid, tuberculosis, intestinal parasites,
and sexually transmitted diseases take a toll on the
population. Estimates of HIV among those ages
twenty-two to forty-four years are as high as 11
percent, and estimates among prostitutes in the
capital are as high as 80 percent. There is less than
one doctor per eight-thousand people. Medical facil-
ities are poorly funded and understaffed, and most
health care workers are incompetent. Life expec-
tancy in 1999 was under fifty-one years.

In the absence of modern medical care, an elabo-
rate system of indigenous healers has evolved, in-
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Women are typically responsible for household maintenance and marketing garden produce.

cluding herbal specialists know as leaf doctors
(medsin fey), granny midwives (fam saj), masseuses
(manyè), injection specialists (charlatan), and spiri-
tual healers. People have tremendous faith in infor-
mal healing procedures and commonly believe that
HIV can be cured. With the spread of Pentecostal
evangelicalism, Christian faith healing has spread
rapidly.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Associated with the beginning of the religious sea-
son of Lent, Carnival is the most popular and active
festival, featuring secular music, parades, dancing
in the streets, and abundant consumption of alco-
hol. Carnival is preceded by several days of rara
bands, traditional ensembles featuring large groups
of specially dressed people who dance to the music
of vaccines (bamboo trumpets) and drums under the
leadership of a director who blows a whistle and
wields a whip. Other festivals include Independence
Day (1 January), Bois Cayman Day (14 August,
celebrating a legendary ceremony at which slaves
plotted the revolution in 1791), Flag Day (18 May),
and the assassination of Dessalines, the first ruler of
independent Haiti (17 October).

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The bankrupt government
provides occasional token support for the arts, typi-
cally for dance troupes.

Literature. Haitian literature is written primarily
in French. The elite has produced several writers of
international renown, including Jean Price-Mars,
Jacques Roumain, and Jacques-Stephen Alexis.

Graphic Arts. Haitians have a predilection for dec-
oration and bright colors. Wood boats called kantè,
second hand U.S. school buses called kamion, and
small enclosed pickup trucks called taptap are deco-
rated with brightly colored mosaics and given per-
sonal names such as kris kapab (Christ Capable) and
gras a dieu (Thank God). Haitian painting became
popular in the 1940s when a school of ‘‘primitive’’
artists encouraged by the Episcopal Church began in
Port-au-Prince. Since that time a steady flow of
talented painters has emerged from the lower mid-
dle class. However, elite university-schooled
painters and gallery owners have profited the most
from international recognition. There is also a
thriving industry of low-quality paintings, tapes-
tries, and wood, stone, and metal handicrafts that
supplies much of the artwork sold to tourists on
other Caribbean islands.
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Performance Arts. There is a rich tradition of mu-
sic and dance, but few performances are publicly
funded.
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CULTURE NAME

Honduran

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Hondureño catracho (the national nickname; can be
amusing, insulting, or friendly, depending on the
context. ‘‘Catracho’’ comes from the name of Flor-
encio Xatruch, the general who led the Honduran
expeditionary force against William Walker in Nic-
aragua in 1856.)

ORIENTATION

Identification. The name of the country means
‘‘depths.’’ It was so named by Christopher Colum-
bus on his fourth voyage because of the deep waters
at the mouth of the Tinto o Negro River off the
Mosquito Coast. Regional traditions exist in the
south (Choluteca and Valle) and the north coast
as well as among the minority ethnic groups. All
these people self-identify as Hondurans, however.
Spanish-speaking people in the center of the coun-
try are the most numerous and are culturally domi-
nant. They do not use a special name to refer to
themselves or their region.

Location and Geography. The nation has an area
of 43,266 miles (112,492 square kilometers). Hon-
duras is in the middle of Central America. The phys-
ical environment is tropical, with a long dry season
(six months or more) in the south and the interior
and a shorter dry season in the north. The center of
the country originally was covered with pine and
broadleaf forests of oak and other trees, but much
of the pine forest has been logged and much of the
oak forest has been cut for farming. The north coast
was once primarily rain forest, but much of it has
been cleared for commercial banana plantations.
The northeast is called the Mosquitia. It includes the
‘‘Mosquito Coast,’’ which is actually a long series of
white sand beaches and freshwater lagoons. Inland

from the coast, the Mosquitia has one of the last
great stands of tropical rain forest left in North
America, plus pine woods and grasslands.

Different ethnic groups live in specific environ-
ments. The Anglo-African-Caribbean ‘‘Bay
Islanders’’ live on the Bay Islands off the north
coast. The Garı́funa people live along the Caribbean
Coast of Central America, from Belize to Nicaragua.
The Miskito and Tawahka people live in the rain
forests of the eastern lowlands, and in similar lands
in neighboring areas of Nicaragua. The Pech and
Jicaque people live in some of the more remote areas
in the central highlands. The Chortı́ and Lenca peo-
ples live in the rugged western highlands. Hispanic-
Hondurans live in the north, south, and center of
the country.

The capital city, Tegucigalpa, was chosen be-
cause it is near the geographic center of the country.
It completely fills a small, deep valley in the head-
waters of the Choluteca River, in the central high-
lands.

Demography. Honduras had a population of
5,990,000 in 1998. In 1791, the population was
only 93,501. The pre-Hispanic population was
probably much higher, but conquest, slavery, and
disease killed many people. The population did not
reach one million until 1940.

The major ethnic group include the Chortı́, a
native people with a population of about five thou-
sand in the department of Copán. There may still be
a few people who can speak the Chortı́ language,
which belongs to the Mayan family. The Lenca are
a native people in the departments of La Paz,
Intibucá, and Lempira, as well as some other areas.
The Lenca language is extinct, and culturally the
Lenca are similar in many ways to the other
Spanish-speaking people in the country. The Lenca
population is about one hundred thousand. The
Jicaque are a native people who live in the depart-
ment of Yoro and the community of Montaña de la
Flor (municipality of Orica) in the department of
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Francisco Morazán. Only those in Montaña de la
Flor still speak the Tol (Jicaque) language, which is
in the Hokan family. The Jicaque group in Yoro is
much larger and has been almost completely assim-
ilated into the national culture. There are about
nineteen thousand Jicaque in Yoro and about two
hundred in Montaña de la Flor. The Pech are a native
people in the departments of Olancho and Colón,
with a few living in Gracias a Dios in the Mosquitia.
They speak a Macro-Chibchan language and have a
population of under three thousand. The Tawahka
are a native people in the department of Gracias a
Dios in the Mosquitia. Tawahka is a Macro-
Chibchan language that is very closely related to
Sumo, which is spoken in Nicaragua. Most
Tawahkas also speak Misquito and Spanish. The
Tawahka population is about seven hundred. The
Misquitos are a native people with some African
and British ancestry who reside in the department
of Gracias a Dios in the Mosquitia. Misquito is a
Macro-Chibchan language, although most
Misquitos speak fluent Spanish. The Misquito pop-
ulation is about thirty-four thousand. The

Garı́funa are a people of African descent with some
native American ancestry. They originated on the
Caribbean island of Saint Vincent during colonial
times from escaped slaves who settled among a
group of Arawak-speaking Carib Indians and
adopted their native American language. In 1797,
the Garı́funa were forcibly exiled by the British to
Roatán in the Bay Islands. The Spanish colonial au-
thorities welcomed the Garı́funa, and most of them
moved to the mainland. The Garı́funa population is
about one hundred thousand. The Bay Islanders are
an English-speaking people who are long settled in
the Caribbean. Some are of African descent, and
some of British descent. The Bay Islanders popula-
tion is about twenty-two thousand.

Linguistic Affiliation. Spanish is the dominant
national language. Although originally imposed by
the conquistadores, it has been widely spoken in
Honduras for over two hundred years. Almost all
residents speak Spanish, although some also speak
English or one of the Native American languages
discussed in the previous paragraph. Honduran
Spanish has a distinct accent. Hondurans use some
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words that are not heard in other Spanish-speaking
countries, and this gives their speech a distinctive
character.

Symbolism. In spite of the 1969 war with El Salva-
dor and tense relations with Nicaragua, the Hondu-
ran people feel that they are part of a larger Central
American community. There is still a sense of loss
over the breakup of Central America as a nation.
The flag has five stars, one for each Central Ameri-
can country (Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras,
Nicaragua, and Costa Rica). Factory goods are not
labeled ‘‘made in Honduras,’’ but ‘‘Central Ameri-
can product, made in Honduras.’’ Independence
Day (15 September) is shared with the other Central
American countries, and is a fairly muted national
holiday. Some people complain that there is little
point celebrating independence from Spain, since
Honduras has become virtually a colony of the
United States. By 1992, Columbus Day had become
a day of bereavement, as Hondurans began to real-
ize the depth of cultural loss that came with the
Spanish conquest. May Day is celebrated with pa-
rades and speeches. In the 1990s, the national gov-
ernment found this symbol of labor unity threaten-
ing and called out the army to stand with rifles
before the marching workers.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Francisco Morazán led
the fight for independence from Spain (achieved in
1821) and resistance to the breakup of Central
America (1830). In 1855, North American soldiers
of fortune (filibusterers) led by William Walker
tried to convert Central America into a United States
colony. They held Nicaragua until they were ex-
pelled in 1857 by Nicaraguan regular troops and
volunteer fighters. In 1860 Walker invaded Hondu-
ras, at Trujillo, where he ended up before an army
firing squad. United States banana companies dom-
inated Honduran politics after 1911. Fruit compa-
nies were able to choose presidents and as late as the
1970s were powerful enough to refuse to pay
higher taxes imposed on banana exports by the
military government. A 1920 letter by a U.S. fruit
company executive describing how easily Hondu-
ran politicians could be bribed and dominated is still
a source of national embarrassment.

National Identity. Because of the relationship of
Honduras with the United States, the national cul-
ture often is defined in opposition to that of the
United States. Hondurans feel an affinity with other
Latin Americans and Central Americans, although

this is mixed with fear and resentment of some
neighboring countries, especially El Salvador and
Nicaragua.

The Spanish conquest was a violent episode of
genocide and slavery. It produced a people with
blended European, native American, and African
ancestry. Many Latin American countries have a
similar large ethnic group called mestizos or criollos,
but what is unusual about Honduras is that the
Spanish-speaking people of mixed ancestry, who
make up about 88 percent of the population,
proudly call themselves indios (Indians). Hondurans
call indigenous peoples indı́genas, not indios.

Ethnic Relations. Music, novels, and television
shows circulate widely among Spanish-speaking
countries and contribute to a sense of Latin culture
that transcends national boundaries. Ethnic rela-
tions are sometimes strained. For centuries, most
indigenous peoples lost their land, and the nation
did not value their languages and cultures. The
Indian and Garı́funa people have organized to insist
on their civil and territorial rights.

The Bay Islanders (including those of British
decent and those of African descent) have ties with
the United States. Because the Islanders speak En-
glish, they are able to work as sailors on interna-
tional merchant ships, and despite their isolation
from the national culture, they earn a higher in-
come than other residents.

Arab-Hondurans are descended from Christian
Arabs who fled Muslim persecution in the early
twentieth century after the breakup of the Ottoman
Empire. Many have successful businesses. Some
Hispanic-Hondurans envy the economic status of
Arab-Hondurans, who are usually called turcos, a
name they dislike since they are not of Turkish de-
scent. (Many of the original Arab immigrants car-
ried passports of the Ottoman Empire, whose core
was Turkey.)

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

In the cities, houses are made of store-bought mate-
rials (bricks, cement, etc.), and some of the homes of
wealthy people are large and impressive. In the
countryside, each ethnic group has a distinct archi-
tectural style. Most of the homes of poor rural peo-
ple are made of local materials, with floors of
packed earth, walls of adobe or wattle and daub,
and roofs of clay tiles or thatch.

The kitchen is usually a special room outside
the house, with a wood fire built on the floor or on a
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Rural homes vary in style but are usually made of local materials.

raised platform. Porches are very common, often
with one or more hammocks. The porch often runs
around the house and sometimes connects the
house to the kitchen. When visiting a rural home,
one is received on the breezy porch rather than
inside the house. The porch is used like the front
parlor. The house is often plastered with mud, and
people paint designs on it with natural earths of
different colors.

A central plaza forms the heart of most towns.
Important government buildings face it, as does a
Catholic chapel or cathedral. Successful businesses
are situated on or near the plaza. People are
attracted to their city centers, and some municipal
governments have started converting inner-city
streets to pedestrian walkways to accommodate the
crowds. Plazas are formal parks. People sit on
benches under the trees and sometimes chat with
friends or strangers. Villages have an informal cen-
tral place located near a soccer field and a few stores
and a school. In the afternoon, some people tie their
horses to the front porch of the store, have a soft
drink, and watch children play ball.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Beans and corn tortillas are the
mainstays of the diet. The beans are usually fried,

and the tortillas are small, thick, and usually hand-
made; ideally, they are eaten warm. A farm
worker’s lunch may be little more than a large stack
of tortillas, a few spoonfuls of beans, and some salt.
The ideal meal includes fried plantains, white cheese,
rice, fried meat, a kind of thickened semisweet
cream called mantequilla, a scrambled egg, a cab-
bage and tomato salad or a slice of avocado, and a
cup of sweet coffee or a bottled soft drink. These
meals are served in restaurants and homes for
breakfast, lunch, and dinner year-round. Plantains
and manioc are important foods in much of the
country, especially the north and the Mosquitia.
Diners often have a porch or a door open to the
street. Dogs, cats, and chickens wander between the
tables, and some people toss them bones and other
scraps. There are Chinese restaurants owned by re-
cent immigrants. In the early 1990s, North Ameri-
can fast-food restaurants became popular.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Special
and holiday foods are an improved version of the
typical meal but feature more meat and perhaps
more of an emphasis on cream and fried plantains.
Christmas food includes torrejas, a white bread
soaked in hot syrup, and nacatamales, which are
like the Mexican tamales, but are larger and moister
with a more gelatinous dough and are wrapped in
banana leaves.
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Basic Economy. Fifty-four percent of economi-
cally active people work in agriculture. Most are
smallholder farmers who call themselves campe-
sinos. Because the internal food market is irregular,
campesinos try to grow their own maize (corn),
beans, and plantains. Once they have achieved that
goal, they raise a cash crop. Depending on whether
they live in a valley, the mountains, or along the
coast and on whether they live near a good road, a
campesino household may raise a cash crop of coffee,
cattle, cabbage, tomatoes, citrus fruit, maize, beans,
or other vegetables. Long-term donations of wheat
from the United States have kept food prices low
but have provided a disincentive for grain farmers.
Some large-scale commercial farmers produce
melons, beef, coffee, and shrimp for export.

Land Tenure and Property. Land may be private,
communal, cooperative, or national. Private land
includes buildings and most of the agricultural and
grazing land and some forested land. Communal
land usually consists of the forest or rough pasture
traditionally used by a rural community. Forest
trees are owned by the government even if an indi-
vidual owns the land. Many smallholders and rural
communities do not have clear title to or ownership
papers for their land even though their families have
worked it for generations.

Cooperatives were formed in the mid-1970s to
manage land taken from large landowners under
agrarian reform policies. Much of this land is of
good quality, and cooperatives can be several hun-
dred acres in size. Most of the members or their
parents once worked on large estates that were ex-
propriated, usually by the workers and occasionally
with some violence, and often suffered some repres-
sion while doing so. These farms are still owned
cooperatively, although in almost all cases the
farmers found it too difficult to work them collec-
tively, and each household has been assigned land to
work on its own within the cooperative’s holdings.
By 1990, 62,899 beneficiaries of agrarian reform
(about 5 percent of the nation, or 10 percent of the
rural people) held 906,480 acres of land (364,048
hectares, or over 4 percent of the nation’s farm-
land). In the 1970s and 1980s, wealthy people,
especially in the south, were able to hire lawyers to
file the paperwork for this land and take it from the
traditional owners. The new owners produced ex-
port agricultural products, and the former owners
were forced to become rural laborers and urban
migrants or to colonize the tropical forests in east-
ern Honduras.

As late as the 1980s there was still national land
owned but not managed by the state. Anyone who

cleared and fenced the land could lay claim to it.
Some colonists carved out farms of fifty acres or
more, especially in the eastern forests. By the late
1980s, environmentalists and indigenous people’s
advocates became alarmed that colonization from
the south and the interior would eliminate much of
the rain forest and threaten the Tawahka and
Miskito peoples. Much of the remaining national
land has been designated as national parks, wilder-
ness areas, and reserves for the native peoples.

Commercial Activities. In the 1990s, Koreans,
Americans, and other foreign investors opened huge
clothing factories in special industrial parks near the
large cities. These maquilas employ thousands of
people, especially young women. The clothing they
produce is exported.

Major Industries. Honduras now produces many
factory foods (oils, margarine, soft-drinks, beer),
soap, paper, and other items of everyday use.

Trade. Exports include coffee, beef, bananas,
melons, shrimp, pineapple, palm oil, timber, and
clothing. Half the trade is with the United States,
and the rest is with other Central American coun-
tries, Europe, Japan, and the rest of Latin America.
Cotton is now hardly grown, having been replaced
by melon and shrimp farms in southern Honduras.
Petroleum, machinery, tools, and more complicated
manufactured goods are imported.

Division of Labor. Men do much of the work on
small farms. Tortilla making is done by women and
takes hours every day, especially if the maize has to
be boiled, ground (usually in a metal, hand-cranked
grinder), slapped out, and toasted by hand, and if
the family is large and eats little else. Campesino
children begin playing in the fields with their par-
ents, and between the ages of about six and twelve,
this play evolves into work. Children specialize in
scaring birds from cornfields with slingshots,
fetching water, and carrying a hot lunch from
home to their fathers and brothers in the field. Some
villagers have specialties in addition to farming, in-
cluding shopkeeping, buying agricultural products,
and shoeing horses. In the cities, job specialization is
much like that of other countries, with the excep-
tion that many people learn industrial trades (me-
chanics, baking, shoe repair, etc.) on the job.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Large landholdings and, to a
lesser extent, successful businesses generate income
for most of the very wealthy. Some of these people,
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In cities such as Tegucigalpa, extended families may share the same house until the younger couple can afford their own home.

especially in the city of Danlı́, consider themselves a
kind of aristocracy, with their own social clubs and
old adobe mansions downtown. These people im-
port new cars and take foreign vacations.

Educated, professional people and the owners of
mid size businesses make up a group with a lifestyle
similar to that of the United States middle class.
However, some professionals earn only a few hun-
dred dollars a month. They may work several jobs
and tend to have old cars and small houses that are
often decorated with much care.

Urban workers are often migrants from the
countryside or the children of migrants. They tend
to live in homes they have built for themselves,
gradually improving them over the years. Their
earnings may be around $100 a month. They tend
to travel by bus.

Campesinos may earn only a few hundred dol-
lars a year, but their lifestyle may be more comfort-
able than their earnings suggest. They often own
land, have horses to ride, and may have a comfort-
able, if rudimentary home of wood or adobe, often
with a large, shady porch. If a household has a few
acres of land and if the adults are healthy, these
people usually have enough to feed their families.

Symbols of Social Stratification. As in many
countries, wealthier men sometimes wear large

gold chains around their necks. Urban professionals
and workers dress somewhat like their counterparts
in northern countries. Rural people buy used cloth-
ing and repair each garment many times. These
men often wear rubber boots, and the women wear
beach sandals. In the late 1980s and early 1990s,
many men carried pistols, usually poked barrel-
first into the tops of their trousers. By 2000 this
custom had become somewhat less common. Many
campesinos, commercial farmers, and agricultural
merchants carried guns at that time.

There is a subtle difference in accent among the
different classes. The highest-status people pro-
nounce words more or less as in standard Spanish,
and working-class pronunciation uses a few sys-
tematic and noticeable modifications.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The most important political offices
are the national president, members of congress
(diputados) and city mayors. In addition to the exec-
utive branch (a president and a cabinet of ministers)
and a unicameral congress, there is a supreme
court.

Leadership and Political Officials. Honduras
still has the two political parties that emerged in the
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nineteenth century: the Liberales and the Nacio-
nalistas. The Liberales originally were linked to the
business sector, and the Nacionalistas with the
wealthy rural landowners, but this difference is
fading. Both parties are pro–United States, and pro-
business. There is little ideological difference be-
tween them. Each is associated with a color (red for
Liberals and blue for Nationalists), and the Nation-
alists have a nickname (los cachurecos which comes
from the word cacho, or ‘‘horn,’’ and refers to the
cow horn trumpet originally used to call people to
meetings). People tend to belong to the same party
as their parents. Working on political campaigns is
an important way of advancing in a party. The
party that wins the national elections fires civil ser-
vants from the outgoing party and replaces them
with its own members. This tends to lower the
effectiveness of the government bureaucracy be-
cause people are rewarded not for fulfilling their
formal job descriptions but for being loyal party
members and for campaigning actively (driving
around displaying the party flag, painting signs,
and distributing leaflets).

Political officials are treated with respect and
greeted with a firm handshake, and people try not
to take up too much of their time. Members of
congress have criminal immunity and can literally
get away with murder.

Social Problems and Control. Until the 1990s,
civilians were policed by a branch of the army, but
this force has been replaced by a civil police force.
Most crime tends to be economically motivated. In
cities, people do not leave their homes unattended
for fear of having the house broken into and robbed
of everything, including light bulbs and toilet paper.
Many families always leave at least one person
home. Revenge killings and blood feuds are com-
mon in some parts of the country, especially in the
department of Olancho. Police are conspicuous in
the cities. Small towns have small police stations.
Police officers do not walk a beat in the small towns
but wait for people to come to the station and report
problems. In villages there is a local person called the
regidor, appointed by the government, who reports
murders and major crimes to the police or mayor of
a nearby town. Hondurans discuss their court sys-
tem with great disdain. People who cannot afford
lawyers may be held in the penitentiary for over ten
years without a trial. People who can afford good
lawyers spend little time in jail regardless of the
crimes they have committed.

Until after the 1980s, crimes committed by
members of the armed forces were dismissed out of
hand. Even corporals could murder citizens and

Rural children help with farm chores in addition to their
school work.

never be charged in court. In 1991, some military
men, including colonels, raped and murdered a uni-
versity student. Her school and family, the press,
and the United States embassy exerted pressure un-
til two men were sent to prison. This event was the
start of a movement to modernize and improve the
court system.

Military Activity. The Cold War was difficult for
Honduras. In the past thirty years, the military has
gone through three phases. The military govern-
ment of the 1970s was populist and promoted land
reform and tried to control the banana companies.
The governments in the 1980s were nominally ci-
vilian, but were dominated by the military. The
civilian governments in the 1990s gradually began
to win control of the country from the military.

In the 1980s, the United States saw Honduras
as a strategic ally in Central America and military
aid exceeded two hundred million dollars a year. The
army expanded rapidly, and army roadblocks be-
came a part of daily life. Soldiers searched cars and
buses on the highways. Some military bases were
covers for Nicaraguan contras. In the mid-1990s,
the military was concerned about budget cuts. By
2000, the military presence was much more subtle
and less threatening.
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For several reasons, the Honduran military was
less brutal than that of neighboring countries. Sol-
diers and officers tended to come from the common
people and had some sympathies with them. Offi-
cers were willing to take United States military aid,
but were less keen to slaughter their own people or
start a war with Nicaragua.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The most important social change in the last few
years has been the influence of Evangelical Protes-
tant missionaries, who have converted many
Hondurans to Pentecostal religions. There are also
urban social change agencies, and many that work
in the villages. Their fields of activity include soil
conservation, gardening, and natural pest control.
One of the most important reformers was an
agronomist educator-entrepreneur named Elı́as
Sánchez, who had a training farm near
Tegucigalpa. Sánchez trained tens of thousands of
farmers and extension agents in soil conservation
and organic fertilization. Until his death in 2000, he
and the people he inspired transformed Honduran
agriculture. Farmers stopped using slash-and-burn
agriculture in favor of intensive, more ecologically
sound techniques.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

United States military aid was accompanied by eco-
nomic aid. Much of this money was disbursed to
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and dur-
ing the 1980s there were over two hundred of these
groups. About a hundred worked in agricultural
programs. CARE, Catholic Relief Services, World
Neighbors, and Habitat for Humanity were some of
the many international organizations that opened
offices in Honduras. By the early 1990s, Honduran
biologists and some foreign scientists and activists
were able to attract attention to the vast forests,
which were often the homes of native peoples and
were under threat from logging, colonial invasion
and cattle ranching. The Miskito people’s NGO,
Mopawi, was one of several native people’s organi-
zations that attracted funding, forged ties with for-
eign activists, and were able to reverse destructive
development projects. Most native peoples now
have at least one NGO that promotes their civil
rights. In the large cities there are some organiza-
tions that work in specific areas such as street chil-
dren and family planning. Rural people receive
much more attention from NGOs than do the urban
poor.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Men are more
prominent than women in public life, but women
have served as judges, big city mayors, trial law-
yers, members of congress, cabinet members, and
heads of the national police force. Women have been
especially active in religious life. To counter the in-
roads made by Evangelical missionaries, the Catho-
lic Church encourages lay members to receive eccle-
siastical training and visit isolated communities, to
perform religious services. These people are called
celebradores de la palabra (‘‘celebrators of the
word’’). They hold mass without communion.
Many of them are women. Women also manage
stores and NGOs and teach at universities. Male-
only roles include buying and trucking agricultural
products, construction, bus and taxi drivers, and
most of the military.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Honduran people occasionally say that theirs is a
machista (macho, sexist) country. This is mostly a
stereotype, but some men shout catcalls at women
on the street, especially when the men are in
groups. There are also cases of sexual harassment of
office staff. However, most men are fond of their
families, tolerant of their behavior, and sensitive to
women, who often have jobs outside the home or
run small stores. Adolescents and young adults are
not subject to elaborate supervision during court-
ship.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage is based on the Western ideal
of falling in love. There are few formal rules pro-
hibiting marriage with people of different social
backgrounds, although people tend to marry neigh-
bors or people they meet at school or work. Almost
everyone eventually marries or lives with someone
and has children. Founding a household is a finan-
cial struggle for most couples, and so women’s
earnings are appreciated. Divorce and remarriage
are fairly common and are slightly stigmatized.
Monogamy is the formal rule, although a middle-
aged man who can afford to may set up a separate
house with a younger woman. If they find out
about the younger women, most wives find the idea
disgusting and threatening to the marriage.

Domestic Unit. The ideal household of a couple
and their children is not always possible. When
young couples cannot afford housing, they may
live with their parents until they have several chil-
dren of their own. As in other Latin American coun-
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Horses and mules provide transportation for some small landholders.

tries, when a couple marries, their new family as-
sumes both of their names. For example, if a
woman named Marı́a Garcı́a marries a man named
Carlos Martı́nez, they and their children become the
Martı́nez-Garcı́a family. In many households, men
and women make major decisions together regard-
ing household expenses, children’s education, etc. In
the cities, many households with only a moderate
income include a live-in domestic servant who does
the housekeeping.

Inheritance. Inheritance practice varies widely,
but in general when a person dies the widow or
widower inherits half the property (called the parte
conyugal, or ‘‘the spouse’s part’’) and the children
get the other half, unless a will was made to the
contrary. The spouse’s part provides economic se-
curity for widows and helps preserve farms more or
less intact. Sometimes there is a preference for the
oldest son to inherit a larger share. There is also a
tendency for sons to inherit land and daughters to
inherit livestock, furniture, and money.

Kin Groups. In the cities, families tend to spend
Sunday afternoon having an elaborate meal with
the wife’s parents. The ideal is for married children
to live near their parents, at least in the same city, if
not in the same neighborhood or on a contiguous

lot. This is not always possible, but people make an
effort to keep in touch with the extended family.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. Urban profes-
sionals and elites are indulgent toward children,
rarely punishing them and allowing them to inter-
rupt conversations. In stores, middle-class shoppers
buy things their children plead for. Obedience is not
stressed. Bourgeois children grow up with self-
esteem and are encouraged to feel happy about their
accomplishments.

The urban poor and especially the campesinos
encourage children to play in small groups, prefera-
bly near where adults are working. Parents are not
over protective. Children play in the fields where
their parents work, imitating their work, and after
age of six or seven they start helping with the farm
work. Campesinos expect children to be obedient and
parents slap or hit disobedient children. Adults ex-
pect three- to four-year-old children to keep up
with the family while walking to or from work or
shopping, and a child who is told to hurry up and
does not may be spanked. Campesino children
grow up to be disciplined, long-suffering, and hard
working.
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Higher Education. Higher education, especially a
degree from the United States or Europe, is valued,
but such an education is beyond the reach of most
people. There are branches of the National Univer-
sity in the major cities, and thousands of people
attend school at night, after work. There are also
private universities and a national agricultural
school and a private one (Zamorano).

ETIQUETTE

A firm handshake is the basic greeting, and people
shake hands again when they part. If they chat a bit
longer after the last handshake, they shake hands
again just as they leave. Among educated people,
when two women greet or when a man greets a
woman, they clasp their right hands and press their
cheeks together or give a light kiss on the cheek.
Campesinos shake hands. Their handshakes tend to
be soft. Country women greeting a person they are
fond of may touch the right hand to the other
person’s left elbow, left shoulder, or right shoulder
(almost giving a hug), depending on how happy
they are to see a person. Men sometimes hug each
other (firm, quick, and with back slapping), espe-
cially if they have not seen each other for a while
and are fond of each other. This is more common in
the cities. Campesinos are a little more inhibited with
body language, but city people like to stand close to
the people they talk to and touch them occasionally
while making a point in a conversation. People may
look strangers in the eye and smile at them. People
are expected to greet other office workers as they
pass in the hall even if they have already greeted
them earlier that day. On country roads people say
good-bye to people they pass even if they do not
know each other. In crowded airports and other
places where people have to wait in a long, slow
line, some people push, shove, cut in front of others,
go around the line, and attract attention to them-
selves to get served first.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Almost all Hondurans believe in
God and Jesus Christ, though sometimes in a vague
way. In a traditionally Catholic country, many
people have joined Evangelical Protestant churches.
People usually keep their religious beliefs to them-
selves but Catholics may wear a crucifix or religious
medal around their necks. Many people have a sense
of divine destiny. Accidental death is attributed to
the will of God rather than to a seat belt that was
not buckled or another physical cause. The upper
classes are still predominantly Catholic, while many

of the urban poor are now Evangelical. Newspapers
carry stories of witchcraft, writing about people
who were ill until a healer sucked a toad or a sliver
of glass from their bodies.

Religious Practitioners. The Catholic Church is
the national religion, as stated in the Constitution.
However, the liberal reforms of the 1820s led to the
confiscation of Church property, the closing of the
seminary, and a great decline in the number and
morale of the Catholic clergy. By the 1960s mass
was only heard regularly in the larger towns. At
that time, foreign clergy, including French Cana-
dians, began revitalizing the Honduran Church.
Many priests supported campesino movements in
the 1970s, and some were killed for it by the mili-
tary. In the 1980s the bishops were strong enough
to play a key role in resisting pressure from the
United States for Honduras to go to war with Nica-
ragua. Various Protestant churches have been ac-
tive in Honduras since the early twentieth century,
especially since the 1970s, and have gained many
converts. The Evangelical clergy is an informal lay
clergy for the most part and small Pentecostal
chapels are common in villages and in poorer neigh-
borhoods in the cities.

Rituals and Holy Places. Most Catholics go to
church only on special occasions, such as Christmas
and funerals. Evangelicals may go to a small chapel,
often a wood shack or a room in a house, for prayer
meetings and Bible readings every night. These can
be important havens from the pressures of being
impoverished in a big city.

There is a minor ritual called cruzando la milpa
(‘‘crossing the cornfield’’) practiced in the Depart-
ment of El Paraı́so in which a magico-religious spe-
cialist, especially one who is a twin, eliminates a
potentially devastating corn pest such as an inch-
worm or caterpillar. The specialist recites the Lord’s
Prayer while sprinkling holy water and walking
from one corner to the other of the cornfield in a
cross pattern. This person makes little crosses of
corn leaves or caterpillars and buries them in four
spots in the field.

Death and the Afterlife. Beliefs about the afterlife
are similar to the general Western tradition. An
additional element is the concept of the hejillo, (stan-
dard Spanish: hijillo) a kind of mystic contagion
that comes from a dead human body, whether
death was caused by age, disease, or violence. People
who must touch the body wash carefully as soon as
possible to purify themselves.
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Commercial agriculture is an important part of the Honduran economy.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Sickness or an accident is a nightmare for people in
the countryside and the urban poor. It may take
hours to get a patient to a hospital by traveling over
long dirt roads that often lack public transporta-
tion. Doctors may be unable to do much for a pa-
tient if the patient’s family cannot afford to buy
medicine. If the patient is an adult, the household
may have to struggle to make a living until he or
she recovers. Some traditional medical practitioners
use herbal medicines and set broken bones.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Independence Day falls on 15 September and fea-
tures marches and patriotic speeches. Labor Day,
celebrated on 1 May, includes marches by workers.
During Holy Week (the week before Easter), every-
one who can goes to the beach or a river for picnics
and parties. On the Day of the Cross (Dı́a de la Cruz)
in May in the countryside, people decorate small
wooden crosses with flowers and colored paper and
place the crosses in front of their homes in anticipa-
tion of the start of the rainy season. Christmas and
the New Year are celebrated with gift giving, festive
meals, dancing, and fireworks.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Some art is publicly sup-
ported through the Ministry of Culture, as well as
through sales of tickets, CDs, etc. Some artists also
have day jobs.

Literature. There is a modest tradition of serious
literary fiction. The novel Prisión Verde (Green Prison)
by Ramón Amaya is perhaps the best known work
of fiction. It describes the sufferings of workers on
an early twentieth century banana plantation.

Graphic Arts. There is a Honduran school of im-
pressionist painting whose favorite themes include
village street scenes. This style was first developed
by Antonio Velázquez of the historic mining village
of San Antonio de Oriente, department of Francisco
Morazán, in the 1950s. Velázquez was the barber at
the nearby agricultural college at Zamorano. He
was self-taught, and Hondurans refer to his style as
‘‘primitivist.’’ Newspaper cartoons are popular and
important for social critique. The cartoonist Dario
Banegas has a talent for hilarious drawings that
express serious commentary.

Performance Arts. There are various theater
groups in San Pedro Sula and Tegucigalpa, of which
the most important is the National Theater of Hon-
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duras (TNH), formed in Tegucigalpa in 1965. Its
directors have been faculty members of various
public schools and universities. Other groups in-
clude University Theater of Honduras (TUH) and
the Honduran Community of Theater Actors
(COMHTE), formed in 1982. These groups have
produced various good plays. Honduras also has a
National School of Fine Arts, a National Symphonic
Orchestra, and various music schools. There are a
handful of serious musicians, painters, and sculp-
tors in Honduras, but the most well-known group
of artists may be the rock band Banda Blanca,
whose hit single ‘‘Sopa de Caracol’’ (Conch Soup)
was based on Garı́funa words and rhythms. It top-
ped Latin music charts in the early 1990s. There are
still some performances of folk music at fiestas and
other events, especially in the country. The accor-
dion, guitar, and other string instruments are
popular.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Perhaps the most highly developed social science is
the archaeological study of the ancient Maya at the
site of Copán and elsewhere in western Honduras.
Much of this work is done by foreigners, but many
Hondurans also conduct research. Among the ap-
plied sciences, the best known institution is the Pan-
American School of Agriculture (Zamorano), near
Tegucigalpa, where scientists and students conduct
agricultural research. Zamorano attracts an inter-
national student body and faculty and offers the
best practical education in commercial agriculture
in Latin America. The Honduran Agricultural Re-
search Foundation (FHIA) on the north coast, was
once a research center for the banana industry. It is
now supported by the Honduran and United States
governments and other donors and conducts re-
search on tropical crops.
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CULTURE NAME

Hong Kong

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Heung Gong (Cantonese), Xianggang (Mandarin)

ORIENTATION

Identification. Hong Kong means ‘‘fragrant har-
bor.’’ Once administered by the United Kingdom, it
has been known since 1997 as the Hong Kong Spe-
cial Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Re-
public of China (PRC). Many residents do not
identify with either Britain or China. The generation
born and raised in Hong Kong from 1949 to 1979
(when China was isolated) has a much more local
identity than do their parents.

Location and Geography. The total area is 425
square miles (1,097 square kilometers). Hong Kong
Island is only ten square miles. Only 15 percent of
the area is built up, while 67 percent consists of
grassland, scrub, and woods. Forty percent of the
territory is designated as recreational parks, largely
hills and mountains.

Demography. The population was 6,805,600 in
1998. At the end of World War II, the population
was only about 600,000; it swelled with refugees
when the Communist Party won the civil war in
China in 1949. Both fertility and infant mortality
are low, and life expectancy is the seventh highest in
the world. Hong Kong is one of the world’s most
crowded cities. The proportion of the population
born in Hong Kong is about 60 percent, but among
those under age 15, the proportion is about 88 per-
cent.

Linguistic Affiliation. Cantonese is spoken in 89
percent of households. Other languages include
Fukienese (2 percent), Hakka (1 percent), Mandarin
or Putonghua (1 percent), Chiu Chau (1 percent),

Shanghainese (less than 1 percent), and Sze Yap.
English is spoken as the primary language at home
by 3 percent of the population. Thirty-eight percent
of the population claims the ability to speak En-
glish, and 25 percent claims to speak Mandarin (or
Putonghua), the national language of China. In the
colonial period, English was used in business and
the courts. Chinese was added as a second official
language in 1974 in response to anti-colonial riots.
This Chinese was Cantonese, not Mandarin (or
Putonghua) which is the official in the mainland,
Taiwan, and Singapore. The Cantonese spoken in
Hong Kong is similar to that used in Guangzhou
(Canton), but the accent and some vocabulary are
slightly different.

Hong Kong uses the traditional complex Chi-
nese characters, while mainland China and Singa-
pore have adopted simplified characters. Since the
1970s, popular magazines and newspapers have
taken to writing using many new characters to
represent the Cantonese spoken locally.

Symbolism. Hong Kong prides itself on being ‘‘the
gateway to China’’ and the place ‘‘where East meets
West.’’ In tourist brochures, a junk is used to cap-
ture the idea of a traditional port, although by 1990
there was only one junk left. The Star Ferry, which
until 1972 was the only way to cross the harbor, is
also a common symbol of the city. The skyline of
the harbor, with skyscrapers and Victoria Peak, is a
famous view.

Many symbols are in flux. Holidays related to
Britain and local events have been replaced with
Chinese holidays such as 1 July, celebrating the
restoration of Hong Kong to Chinese rule in 1997,
and 1 October, commemorating the founding of the
PRC in 1949. A newly created ‘‘Buddha’s Birthday’’
in May has replaced Queen’s Birthday in June. The
Hong Kong flag is now considered a regional flag
that must fly lower than the PRC national flag. It is
pinkish red with a stylized bauhinia flower in white
in the center.
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HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Hong Kong was
claimed by Great Britain in three steps: Hong Kong
island was handed over to Britain by China ‘‘in
perpetuity’’ in 1842 after the Opium War, the
peninsula of Kowloon was ceded in 1860, and the
New Territories were leased to the United Kingdom
for ninety-nine years in 1898. The PRC never ac-
cepted these ‘‘Unequal Treaties,’’ which it viewed as
products of imperialism. The end of the lease to the
New Territories led to the return of the entire terri-
tory to China. Under the Sino-British Joint Declara-
tion signed in 1984, Hong Kong is to be ruled ‘‘with
a high degree of autonomy’’ until 2047. The guid-
ing principle is ‘‘one country, two systems,’’ mean-
ing that the territory can keep its distinctive lifestyle
and economic system for fifty years, by which time
Hong Kong and China are expected to be more alike.

The population is descended primarily from
long-term urban residents, the aboriginal Chinese
population of the New Territories, and the refugees
who fled China. These refugees were a source of
cheap and willing labor.

The key to Hong Kong’s emergence was its
status as a free port at the edge of China, but the
emergence of a national identity dates to the early
1970s, when a generation of young people born and

raised in Hong Kong came of age. Before the victory
of the Chinese Communists in 1949, Hong Kong
had no border with China; it was a British-adminis-
tered city with a constant flow of people in and out.
From 1949 to the late 1970s, there was little move-
ment across the border. After twenty years of divi-
sion from mainland China, people identified with
the locality rather than the nation. Popular songs
began to focus on the territory as home. Hong Kong
was also different from the rest of China in its use of
English. Once Chinese immigrants began coming in
the 1980s, local residents felt superior to and more
sophisticated than their mainland brethren.

Since the handover in July 1997, there have
been few changes. None of the place names with
colonial connotations have been changed, though
the word ‘‘royal’’ has been dropped from names.
Textbooks have stopped referring to China as a for-
eign country, and the flag of the ‘‘Republic of
China’’ (Taiwan) can no longer be flown in public.

National Identity. Hong Kong sees itself as a mod-
ern city and is proud of its state-of-the-art airport
and subway system. It has its own style of life,
currency (the Hong Kong dollar), and economic and
legal systems. Hong Kong is still governed by com-
mon law, and judges wear robes and wigs as they
do in Britain. Other continuing legacies of British
rule include the rule of law, open government, civil
and press freedoms, and high professional stan-
dards.

Ethnic Relations. Ethnicity and nationality (citi-
zenship) do not overlap. In 1996, 90 percent of the
population had some form of Hong Kong Chinese
nationality: 59 percent had British nationality over-
seas, and 31 percent had Chinese nationality with
the right to live in Hong Kong. In 1997, Hong Kong
began issuing its own passports.

The population is predominantly Cantonese
Chinese from the counties of the Pearl River Delta
and Guangzhou. A small minority are of Shang-
hainese, Hokkien (southern Fujian), and Boat People
(‘‘Tanka’’) descent. The younger generation tends to
ignore these origins.

Only a small percentage of people claim long
descent in the territory, and most live in New Terri-
tories villages. The British allowed these villages to
follow traditional law. Inheritance of land was ex-
clusively through the male line. Forty-five percent
of residents have close relatives living permanently
abroad, and about two-thirds have relatives in
mainland China.
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Some Hong Kong neighborhoods, like this area in Wanchai, are
among the most densely populated areas in the world.

‘‘New immigrants’’ are defined as persons who
have arrived since the 1980s. Those who adapt
quickly can pass as locals; the term ‘‘new immi-
grant’’ is used to refer to those whose accent, low
educational level, lack of skills, and manners are
considered typical of mainland China. The term
thus combines place of origin with class and educa-
tion. Many immigrants who arrived in the 1970s
and 1980s became brokers and entrepreneurs who
invested and worked in factories that moved to
China in the 1990s.

Eurasians were a recognized ethnic category
until the mid-twentieth century, but have largely
disappeared as an ethnic group. Eurasians are con-
sidered Chinese if they speak Cantonese or West-
erners if they have received a Western education.

Hong Kong is cosmopolitan and multicultural
and had a foreign population of 485,760 in 1998,
including large groups from the Philippines, Indo-
nesia, the United States, Canada, Thailand, the
United Kingdom, India, Australia, Japan, and Ne-
pal. Most persons from the Philippines are female
‘‘domestic helpers’’ who have special visas that pre-
vent them from becoming residents. Professionals
who live in the territory for seven years can become
permanent residents. Many British, American, and
Canadian citizens are ethnic Hong Kong Chinese

who have returned to work after receiving citizen-
ship.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The Peak, the area at the top reaches of Victoria
Peak, has expensive estates; the higher up the
mountain the estate, the higher one’s relative rank
in business and government. Before World War II,
Chinese had to live lower down the hill, mostly in
the crowded areas at sea level. After the war, the in-
flow of refugees from China forced many families
to share quarters and live in squatter huts. In 1953,
the government began to build public housing, in
part because of the realization that the refugees
would not go back to the mainland and to allow
developers to build on squatter-occupied land. Land
reclamation along Kowloon and the north of the
island has added significantly to urban space.

Homes are tiny, and bunk beds for families liv-
ing in single rooms are common. Sidewalks and
shopping areas are dense with people. Bumping into
others is not uncommon and normally is not ac-
knowledged.

The New Territories include new towns with
hundreds of thousands of residents living in high-
rise apartment blocks, but there still are villages in
which nearly all the residents are descendants of a
single male ancestor.

Hong Kong has not preserved much colonial ar-
chitecture. Colonial history is reflected in road
names, a few English place names, and structures
such as the Legislative Council Building and Gov-
ernment House. The Anglican Saint John’s Cathe-
dral, with its neo-gothic style, is also a reminder of
the past. Most older buildings have been replaced
with modern structures, although a few colonial-
era monuments remain. Notable modern buildings
include the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank building,
the Bank of China building, and the Hong Kong
Exhibition Centre.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. There is a wide variety of ethnic
foods, including Italian, Japanese, French, and
American. Most people, however, eat Cantonese-
style Chinese food. Soups are especially important
in most meals. A typical Cantonese food is dim sum,
also known as yam chah, which is small snacks
cooked in bamboo steamers. This meal is served
seven days a week, and family members and friends
often meet over tea on the weekend. Residents prefer
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to buy seafood live and meat freshly butchered.
Hong Kong has one of the highest per capita con-
sumption rates of fast food in the world, and stu-
dents buy snacks such as potato chips, fried rice
crackers, and prawn crackers from school snack
shops.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Eating
out banquet-style is a common form of entertain-
ment, especially for businesspeople. Banquets differ
from everyday meals in that most dishes are meat
or fish, and starch is only served at the end of the
meal. Alcohol normally accompanies a banquet;
beer and brandy are popular drinks, and grape wine
has grown rapidly in popularity.

Some holidays and ceremonial occasions are as-
sociated with certain kinds of food. Lunar New
Year’s Eve features chicken, roast pork, and fruit; at
the Dragon Boat Festival, people eat rice dumplings
wrapped in lotus leaves; and the Mid-Autumn Fes-
tival is associated with moon cakes, pomelo, and
persimmons. Meals when the family reunites, in-
cluding New Year’s Eve, often include rice flour
balls in sweet soup. Birthday banquets for older
people include a bowl of long noodles symbolizing
long life, and eggs dyed red traditionally are given
out at the celebration of a baby’s first month.

Basic Economy. Nearly all food comes from main-
land China and overseas, as less than 1 percent of
the population engages in farming or fishing. The
economy has grown rapidly; the real growth of the
median household income from 1986 to 1996 was
51 percent.

In 1996, 11 percent of workers are in manufac-
turing, 67 percent in service industries, 11 percent
in transport and communications, 9 percent in con-
struction, and less than one percent in agriculture.

The economy is nearly completely open to the
world economy. Most products have no tariffs;
only automobiles, petroleum, and alcohol have
high import tariffs. Taxes are low. There are no
value-added or sales taxes, and less than half of the
working population earns enough to pay income
tax, which has a minimum rate of 15 percent.

Land Tenure and Property. The government
earns enormous revenues from land auctions be-
cause it is the owner as well as the principal
leaseholder of all land. Once acquired from the gov-
ernment at auctions, land leases can be transferred
through private deals, subject to a stamp duty. In
1998, 34 percent of the population lived in public
rental housing and 12 percent lived in government-
subsidized sale flats.

Commercial Activities. Hong Kong has always
been primarily a trade and shipping center, but a
sizable amount of light industry has developed.
Textile and clothing, toys, and electronics were
among the first products manufactured for export
in the territory. In the early 1980s, factories began
to move across the border into mainland China, and
Hong Kong has been transformed into a service
center.

Major Industries. Most industry produces for ex-
port, such as textiles and clothing, electronic prod-
ucts, watches and clocks, jewelry, gold and silver-
ware, printed matter, plastic products, metals, toys
and dolls, and electrical appliances. Hong Kong also
is one of the world’s leading financial centers.

Much of the economy, though free and competi-
tive externally, is dominated internally by a few large
companies. A handful of real estate development
companies build the vast majority of new housing
and office space, two companies control nearly all the
supermarkets, and exclusive importers-distributors
of products such as automobiles and compact discs
dominate the market.

Trade. Hong Kong, with no natural resources
other than a deepwater port, was the world’s eighth
largest trading economy in 1997. Its port is one of
the world’s busiest for container throughput, and
the airport was the world’s busiest in terms of in-
ternational cargo. The leading trading partners in
1998 were mainland China, the United States, Ja-
pan, Taiwan, and Singapore. Textiles and clothing
are the major exports but most are made in China
and pass through the territory for quality control,
packaging, and distribution. Major imports include
electronics and consumer goods, raw materials,
semimanufactured goods, and machinery. Many
are exported for processing in mainland Chinese
factories.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The gap between rich and
poor is extremely large in a territory with a capital-
ist economy and minimal government interference.
Economic inequality is increasing, although from
1986 to 1996 all groups had real growth in income.
The only caste-like group is the Boat People. This
occupational group of fisherfolk was traditionally
marginalized and ritually humiliated. Most have
now moved onto land and melted in with the rest of
the population. A disproportionate number of the
members of the political and economic elite are of
Shanghainese descent.
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Skyscrapers along Aberdeen Harbour accommodate the high population density.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Membership in
elite clubs is a mark of status. Designer fashions and
gold and diamond jewelry are popular among all
classes, but only the very wealthy can afford the
latest styles. Ownership of an automobile is another
sign of wealth. Habits such as not standing in line,
spitting, and wearing ‘‘mainlander’’ clothes mark a
person as a new immigrant and low on the social
scale. Chinese who speak only Mandarin or speak
Cantonese with a Guangzhou accent are also
déclassé. Tanned or dark skin is also viewed nega-
tively, suggesting a working-class origin.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. In an executive-led government, the
chief executive has replaced the British governor of
the colonial period. The chief executive is selected by
an electoral assembly picked by China, and is assis-
ted by an executive council whose members tend to
be leading industrialists. A Legislative Council
(Legco) approves executive decisions, although its
members can introduce bills and investigate the ad-
ministration. Only a third of the members are
elected by districts; the others are representatives of
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The majority of unmarried women in Hong Kong are part of
the labor force.

occupational groups or are appointed. The Legco
represents the people but has little power.

Hong Kong has a free and very competitive
press. The press and public demonstrations have
been important in pressuring the government, as
has call-in talk radio.

Hong Kong residents are said to be politically
apathetic. The executive-led government and strong
bureaucracy left little room for public participation.
However, voting rates have risen dramatically, and
the slogan ‘‘Hong Kong people ruling Hong Kong’’
has been effective and popular.

Social Problems and Control. The crime rate is
very low, and there is little vandalism. The most
common violent crime is common assault; non-
violent crimes include shoplifting and burglary.
Corruption is relatively rare, partly as a result of the
Independent Commission Against Corruption es-
tablished in 1974. Hong Kong has been unable to
stamp out the smuggling of narcotics, intellectual
piracy of software, and organized crime. Overall,
residents have confidence in the police and court
system. Maintenance of the common law system
and the independence of the judiciary is guaranteed
by the Basic Law.

Military Activity. The police force is staffed by
local Chinese and some remaining British officers. A
small military force from mainland China is sta-
tioned in Hong Kong, but Chinese soldiers are not
allowed to be in uniform on the street.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Spending on social welfare has been rising rapidly,
including Comprehensive Social Security Assistance
for families that cannot meet their basic needs in
food, clothes, and rent. There is a Social Security
Allowance for the severely disabled, services for the
elderly, and community services. The government
passes funds to private organizations that provide
services and monitors their effectiveness. Govern-
ment subsidies are used for the elderly, rehabilita-
tion of the disabled, family and child welfare ser-
vices, youth services, community services, and
services for offenders.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Nongovernmental organizations are important be-
cause the government prides itself on noninterven-
tion. Among the charitable associations are Po
Leung Kuk (a Chinese benevolent association that
ran an orphanage and provided paupers’ funerals
and now runs schools and hospitals), the Tung
Wah Group of Hospitals, the Community Chest,
and the Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust.
There are associations of missionary origin such as
the YMCA, YWCA, and Caritas and chapters of in-
ternational organizations such as the Red Cross,
Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs, and Amnesty International.
There are also provincial associations for people
from various regions of China and surname associ-
ations.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. In 1999, 60 percent
of men and 40 percent of women were in the labor
force. The labor force participation rate in 1996 for
married and unmarried men was 86 and 73 percent
respectively; for women, it was 46 and 68 percent.
The average salary of women was 87 percent that
of men.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Traditional Chinese and British societies were patri-
archal, and men continue to have more power and
authority than do women. In 1996, the Equal Em-
ployment Opportunity Commission was estab-
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lished; among its first acts was ending the practice
of specifically asking for men or ‘‘pretty girls’’ in
job advertisements. Although women do house-
work in addition to outside employment, the avail-
ability of domestic live-in help allows many women
to pursue a career.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Polygamy was allowed until 1971. In
1996, 34 percent of men and 29 percent of women
age 15 and over had never married. Marriage de-
pends on becoming economically established, find-
ing housing, and reserving auspicious days. Cou-
ples line up in advance at the marriage registry
office to reserve wedding dates that are believed to be
lucky. A common surname is no longer a hindrance
to a marriage. Couples may marry legally first in
order to get government housing and hold the cus-
tomary banquet later when they are socially mar-
ried. The rate of remarriage of divorced men and
women is rising rapidly.

Domestic Unit. The average household size has
been declining. The single unextended nuclear fam-
ily is the dominant household type, accounting for
64 percent of households in 1996. Traditionally the
children of divorced parents stayed with the father.
The father is formally the head of the household,
but more equal conjugal relations are common
among younger couples.

Inheritance. All children can inherit property, but
an estate typically is divided equally among sons in
accordance with the traditional Chinese practice, es-
pecially if the family owns a business; a half share
for each daughter is also common. In 1994 in the
New Territories, lineage leaders complained about
urban and colonialist meddling when the govern-
ment decided to let women inherit land when the
deceased had no sons and died intestate. Since the
lineages are patrilineal, leaders claimed this would
disperse assets and ruin the unity of the lineage.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Pregnancy leave for women is com-
monly ten to twelve weeks in large companies.
Breast-feeding is rare. Chinese tend to indulge in-
fants’ and preschool children’s demands and do not
attempt to control their impulsive behavior. After
age five or six, however, rigorous discipline and
self-control are expected.

Child Rearing and Education. Parents value obe-
dience, proper behavior, and the acceptance of social

obligations rather than independence, spontaneity,
and creativity. A ‘‘good’’ child is one who obeys, is
quiet, and compliant. School-age children are expec-
ted to control their impulses, especially aggression.
There are not many formal preschool programs for
children. Grandmothers are important help in care-
giving.

Education is highly valued. Preschool children
are taught Chinese characters, and most schools ex-
pect children to know up to two hundred characters
before they begin their formal education. Most chil-
dren attend school only half a day since many
schools have two sessions. All children have several
hours of homework every day. There is great pres-
sure to enter good schools, and school is very com-
petitive, with frequent testing. Education theories
such as learning through play are not widely ac-
cepted; parents believe in rote memorization and
drilling. Many of the best schools are officially En-
glish-language schools, but many teachers conduct
classes in Cantonese. Sports are not emphasized, in
part because of the lack of space in many schools
and housing areas.

Higher Education. A university education is
highly valued in Hong Kong, with 34 percent of
university-age students receiving a tertiary educa-
tion. Eighteen percent attend school in Hong Kong,
while the rest attend schools overseas. There are
seven publicly-funded universities in Hong Kong,
including the University of Hong Kong, Chinese
University, Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology, City University of Hong Kong, Poly-
technic University, Hong Kong Baptist University,
and Lingnan University.

ETIQUETTE

Higher Education. Acquaintances greet each other
with a nod or may shake hands if they stop to talk.
Good-byes require a handshake only in business
settings. Hierarchy is important in social settings;
senior or higher ranking persons are introduced or
served first. In family gatherings, older people are
greeted first. Younger people are expected to greet
older people by title and name. The idea of ‘‘ladies
first’’ is sometimes used, though it is recognized as a
Western notion. It is easier to break the ice by being
introduced by a mutual acquaintance. It is common
to use the title and family name until one is invited
to use a first name. Many Chinese residents use
English names for business. In business situations,
it is common to exchange bilingual business cards.
The cards are given and received with two hands;

H O N G K O N G

9 9 7



Crew members prepare to race in the Dragon Boat Festival while drummers beat their drums. The Dragon Boat Festival is held
annually in June in Hong Kong.

this is the proper way to accept any object, even a
gift and cup of tea.

Hong Kong Chinese stand close together. They
tend to be uncomfortable with body contact,
though women often walk hand in hand. When
standing in line or visiting museums, foreigners
may mistake the smaller personal space as
pushiness. Gift giving is important at visits to a
home and at a first business meeting. Gifts are given
wrapped and are not opened in front of the giver.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Most Chinese residents practice
Chinese folk religion which is an amalgam of
Taoism, Buddhism, and ancestor worship. Many
individuals say they have no religion, but nearly all
people have religious ceremonies at funerals. There
are 540,000 Christians, and Christianity is growing
among the young and university-educated. There
are eighty thousand Muslims, twelve thousand
Hindus, one thousand Sikhs, and one thousand
Jews. There are many beliefs regarding luck and
fortune. Certain numbers are considered lucky,
while others are unlucky. Many people visit tem-
ples for fortune-telling, to consult gods about spe-

cific problems, and to ask for protection and good
luck.

Religious Practitioners. Taoist priests officiate at
village festivals, but along with Buddhist monks
and nuns, their most prominent activity is conduct-
ing funeral ceremonies. Christian ministers and
priests have a more prominent role for Christians
because they lead congregations. Fengshui masters
help businessmen in the layout of offices.

Rituals and Holy Places. Major holy places in-
clude the Wong Tai Sin Temple, the Che Kong Tem-
ple in Shatin, and the Tin Hau Temple in Joss House
Bay. These temples are popular destinations for
worshipers at the lunar new year. Most villages
have small temples that hold annual festivals on a
god’s birthday, and some in the New Territories
have lineage halls at which annual worship and
division of pork for lineage members are held. The
Po Lin Buddhist Monastery on Lantau Island is a
popular site for weekend visits.

Death and the Afterlife. Funerals are conducted
in traditional Chinese or Christian forms, with Bud-
dhist monks or nuns or Taoist priest officiating at
Chinese ceremonies and a priest or minister han-
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Visitors to a terraced cemetery in Hong Kong place flowers on the graves of their relatives during the Qing Mong festival, which
promotes ancestral worship.

dling Christian funerals. Because of the lack of
space, Hong Kong residents have had to accept
cremation instead of burial, with ashes stored in
columbaria. Traditionally, Chinese people have be-
lieved in a continuing relationship with ancestors
and in the reincarnation of the soul, but many now
express doubt or skepticism, although they con-
tinue to follow traditional rituals.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

There is a modern medical system with government-
funded hospitals that provide inexpensive care;
these hospitals offer what is called ‘‘Western medi-
cine.’’ People turn to Chinese (herbal) medicine, acu-
puncture, moxibustion (in which users place cones
of burning leaves on the skin; it is used to cure
rheumatism and other ailments), and other alterna-
tive treatment for illnesses and chronic problems
that are not cured by modern medicine.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Among the major holidays are New Year’s Day on 1
January, the Chinese New Year in January and/or
February, Ching Ming (a grave-sweeping holiday)

on 5 April, Labor Day on 1 May, Buddha’s birthday
in mid-May, Tuen Ng (the Dragon Boat Festival) in
May and/or June, SAR Establishment Day on 1
July, the Mid-Autumn Festival in September, Chi-
nese National Day on 1 October, and Chung Yeung
(another grave-sweeping holiday) in October.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The arts have not developed
as quickly as the economy, and Hong Kong is often
considered a cultural desert. Financial support for
the arts comes almost entirely from the govern-
ment.

Literature. A few local authors write about Hong
Kong identity and culture. In literature, the terri-
tory is considered a small part of Greater China.
Hong Kong is famous for comic books (often with
martial themes and set in a vague imperial past)
that are read throughout the Chinese-speaking
world.

Graphic Arts. Graphic arts are modern and range
widely in style. Institutions that collect graphic arts
include the Hong Kong Museum of Art (prints) and
the Hong Kong Heritage Museum, Contemporary
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Art and Design Gallery, which has prints and a
poster collection. Other exhibition venues include
the government-run Visual Arts Centre and the
Hong Kong Arts Centre, which holds international
and local exhibitions of paintings, photography, de-
sign, and crafts.

Performance Arts. Cantopop concerts are the
most popular type of performance. The Hong Kong
Philharmonic Orchestra, Hong Kong Repertory
Theatre, Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra, and Hong
Kong Dance Company are all government-
subsidized, and are far less popular. There are also a
Hong Kong Dance Company, City Contemporary
Dance Company, and Hong Kong Repertory Com-
pany. In recent years, the number of small theater
troupes has risen, as their alternative productions
explore and reflect on Hong Kong identities. They
usually are founded by local Chinese residents who
are often graduates of the Academy of Performing
Arts. The annual Hong Kong Arts Festival brings in
dozens of performers every year in January and
February. Hong Kong is also famous for its movies,
which are popular among Chinese speakers world-
wide.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

A major expansion of university funding in the
1990s has increased the number of tertiary students
and has led to an increase in internationally recog-
nized research at Hong Kong’s universities. The
three main universities University of Hong Kong,
Chinese University, and the Hong Kong University
of Science and Technology feature world-class facil-
ities and faculties in many disciplines.
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CULTURE NAME

Hungarian

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Magyar

ORIENTATION

Identification. Hungarian derives from Onogur, a
Bulgarian-Turkish tribe’s self-name. Between the
sixth and eight centuries C.E., both the Hungarian
tribes and the Onogurs lived just northeast of the
Black Sea.

Location and Geography. Hungary is a land-
locked country in central Europe. Covering an area
of 35,934 square miles (93,030 square kilometers),
the country is in the Carpathian Basin, surrounded
by the Carpathian Mountains, the Alps, and the
Dinaric Alps. The Danube River divides Hungary
and bisects the capital, Budapest. Hungary lies
within the temperate zone and has four distinct sea-
sons.

Demography. Hungary has lost population since
the early 1980s. The population was 10,065,000 in
1999, 48,000 less than it had been a year earlier. As
in several European countries, the population of the
elderly is on the rise and that of children on the
decrease.

The officially recognized minorities are Arme-
nians, Bulgarians, Croats, Germans, Greeks, Poles,
Romanians, Roma (Gypsy), Ruthenians, Serbs, Slo-
vaks, Slovenes, and Ukrainians. The largest minor-
ity is the Roma, who make up about 5 percent of the
population, numbering approximately 500,000.
The second largest minority are the Germans, who
number an estimated 170,000. There are 80,000 to
110,000 Slovaks as well as about 35,000 Croatians,
15,000 to 25,000 Romanians, 80,000 to 100,000
Jews, and 5,000 Serbs.

Linguistic Affiliation. Hungarian belongs to the
Ugor branch of the Finno-Ugric language family.
Before World War II, German was the most impor-
tant and frequently used second language. During
the socialist period, Russian was mandatory in
schools and universities. English has become the
most valued second language, particularly for
younger people with entrepreneurial ambitions and
in academia, the sciences, and various businesses
and services.

Symbolism. The Hungarian language constitutes
one of the most significant national symbols. His-
tory also has a central meaning in national aware-
ness and identity. Related to history is the national
coat of arms, which depicts the House of Árpád’s
coat of arms. Árpád led the Hungarian conquest in
896 C.E. and his offspring founded the state and
ruled until the male line died out in the early four-
teenth century. On this family crest is the crown
that national tradition connects with the person of
King István (997–1038) (Saint Stephen), the coun-
try’s first Christian king.

This crown, usually called Sacred Crown or
Holy Crown, has always been endowed with a
mystical and transcendent meaning. Historically,
the crown validated and legitimated the ruler. Even
though the kingdom of Hungary ceased to exist in
1918, the crown continues to hold deeply meaning-
ful national significance.

The red, white, and green flag also is a powerful
national symbol. The national anthem, written in
1823, is symbol of the eastern origins and history
of the Hungarians in the form of a prayer that begs
God to help the nation.

The gigantic painting entitled ‘‘The Arrival of
the Hungarians’’ is another national symbol. Feszty
originally painted it for the millennial celebration
(1896).

The most significant manifestation of national
unity is the sense of linguistic and cultural connec-
tion that includes the national language, literature,
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music, folk culture, folk literature, folk traditions,
and history.

A deep, permeating consciousness is another in-
tegral element of national identity. It can be sum-
marized as ‘‘we are all alone’’ and is based on histor-
ical reasons and the ‘‘otherness’’ of the language
and the origins of Hungarians. While the conscious-
ness of ‘‘we are all alone’’ was dormant during the
socialist period (1948–1989), it still remained a rec-
ognizable and crucial part of the national identity.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. There is evidence that
the Hungarian nation was a unit in the Middle Ages.
In Latin chronicles dating back to the tenth century,
there are colorful origin myths of the Hungarians
‘‘conquering’’ and occupying the Carpathian Basin
and their conversion to Christianity under King
Stephen. Many Hungarians consider their nation

‘‘the final fortress of Western Christianity and civi-
lized Europe.’’

National Identity. In the Middle Ages, groups and
nationalities that were not ethnically Hungarian
lived in the nation. After the late Middle Ages, a dual
national consciousness is demonstrable. On the one
hand, there was a nation–state that ethnic Hungar-
ians and non-Hungarians could share. On the other
hand, there was a narrower sense of belonging to
the Hungarian linguistic, cultural, and ethnic com-
munity.

In 1526, a young Hungarian king fell in a battle
with the Ottoman Turks. On the basis of a marriage
contract, the Habsburgs claimed the Hungarian
throne. After conquering the Ottomans in 1686 and
1712, the Habsburgs ruled all of Hungary. The
population accepted their right to rule but kept and
observed their own laws, legislative powers, parlia-
ment, and administrative division. From time to
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Houses in the village Holloko in northern Hungary in 1980. At the end of the twentieth century more than half of Hungarians
grew food for their own use and for supplemental income.

time there were anti-Habsburg revolts, conspira-
cies, and political unrest.

In 1848, a revolution led by Lajos Kossuth de-
manded democratic reforms and more independence
from Austria. However, Austria defeated the revo-
lution. This was the first time that the general pop-
ulation, including the peasantry, experienced a
sense of national unity. While some of the nation-
alities shared that experience, most turned against
the Hungarians.

The Austrian tyranny that followed the revolu-
tion of 1848 ended with the 1867 Austrian-Hun-
garian Compromise. With this accord, the Austro-
Hungarian monarchy was established. The Austro-
Hungarian monarchy ended after World War I. The
Trianon Treaty of 1920 ended the territorial integ-
rity of Hungary. Nearly 70 percent of its historical
territory and 58 percent of its former population
were ceded to neighboring countries. One-third of
ethnic Hungarians came under foreign rule. With
the assent of the Western powers, Hungary came
under Soviet occupation after World War II. Under
the leadership of Moscow and the Moscow-led
Hungarian Communist Party, the ‘‘building of so-
cialism’’ began. In 1956, the nation rose up against
the Communist rule and occupation by the Soviet
Union. The revolt was defeated and approximately

two hundred thousand Hungarians, mostly young
people, skilled workers, white-collar workers, pro-
fessionals, and intellectuals, escaped to the West.

By 1968 Hungary had become the ‘‘happiest
barrack in the lager’’ as a result of the economic
reforms of the New Economic Mechanism and with
some social and political liberalization. In 1989,
Hungary was the first Socialist Bloc country to
open the ‘‘Iron Curtain,’’ providing a transit route
for thousands people emigrating from East Ger-
many to West Germany, precipitating the fall of the
Berlin Wall and the reunification of Germany.

The ‘‘softer’’ regime under János Kádár was
successful in weakening traditional national con-
sciousness, along with previously closely knit com-
munity networks and religious worldviews and
values. After forty years of socialism, the general
tendency among many in the population is to be
individualistic, survival-oriented, and likely to
work out strategies of compromise.

Ethnic Relations. After the 1989 change of re-
gime, the Hungarian government assumed respon-
sibility for the ethnic and linguistic maintenance of
ethnic Hungarians living outside the nation’s bor-
ders. The government tries to establish and main-
tain fair and friendly relations with the govern-
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ments of neighboring countries. There are frequent
complaints, however, that the Hungarian minori-
ties’ ethnic and cultural maintenance is made diffi-
cult by the host countries.

Hungary continues to strive for friendly rela-
tions with the surrounding countries. Ethnic and
national minorities are encouraged to set up their
own self-governing councils, and their cultural and
educational institutions receive state support.

Among the minorities, the Roma are in an ex-
tremely difficult situation. Their high birth rate,
disadvantageous economic position and social sta-
tus, and the subjection to prejudice have worsened
their economic circumstances and social integra-
tion.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Until the middle of the nineteenth century, Hun-
gary was a primarily rural agrarian society. Often
Hungarian villages had large populations. The
church was always in the center of the village.
Many settlements were ‘‘two-church villages,’’ in-
dicating that two groups settled there at different
periods.

On the Great Hungarian Plain instead of vil-
lages, there was a loose network of huge agrotowns
that were located far from one another, each with a
population from 20,000 to 100,000. Until recently,
most Hungarians engaged in agriculture. The large
agrotowns were administered as villages, with most
of their inhabitants living like peasants. In the early
eighteenth century, individual, isolated homesteads
sprang up. Only seasonally occupied at first, they
eventually became permanent residences of mostly
extended families. However, even though about 50
percent of the people in the agrotowns lived and
worked outside towns on these homesteads, they
still considered themselves townspeople.

As a result of industrialization after the estab-
lishment of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy in
1867, a number of industrial-commercial-merchant
cities sprang up. Between 1867 and the beginning of
World War I, Budapest grew into a huge metropolis
with a population of over a million.

In the center of cities there are city halls and
other public buildings as well as churches, shopping
districts, and remnants of traditional marketplaces.
Some churchyards still have small cemeteries.

Until recently, it was customary to have a
tiszta szoba (clean room) in peasant houses that
was used mainly for special visits and particular

rituals and occasions such as births, christenings,
weddings, and funerals. There were also ‘‘sacred
corners’’ that were decorated with pictures of vari-
ous saints and pictures and statues brought back
from Catholic pilgrimages. In Protestant house-
holds, the walls of those rooms depicted religious
reformers and the heroes of the 1848 revolution.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Magyar kenyér (Hungarian
bread) remains very important in the rural and ur-
ban cuisine. For the last one hundred fifty years,
wheat has been one of the most important crops
both for domestic use and exportation. Pig breeding
became the most important type of animal breeding
in the 1870s, and since then the meat and by-
products of pigs have predominated in the national
diet.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. The cui-
sine at most village weddings includes chicken soup
with special csiga noodles that were traditionally
believed to have fertility-inducing properties,
gulyás, stuffed cabbage, sweetened millet, sweet-
ened rice and other rice dishes, and butter-cream
tortes and other baked goods.

According to the national self-image, Hungar-
ians are wine drinkers, but beer drinking is more
common. Since the early 1990s there has been an
attempt to familiarize the population with regional
wines.

Basic Economy. Before World War II, Hungary
was an agricultural country. During the socialist
regime, forced industrialization took place. How-
ever, more than half the population does some agri-
cultural work for household use and supplemental
income.

Major Industries. Tourism continues to be a great
Hungarian success. The production of barley, corn,
potatoes, wheat, sugar beets, and sunflower seeds,
along with grapes and wine making, is important.
Mines are no longer subsidized by the government,
and many mines have closed.

Trade. Imports include metal ores and crude petro-
leum, while exports include agricultural products,
consumer goods, leather shoes, machinery, trans-
port equipment, chemicals, textiles, wines, iron,
and steel.

Between 1948 and 1989, more than half of for-
eign trade was with the Soviet Union and other
socialist countries. Since the early 1990s, foreign
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The towns of Buda and Pest (shown in 1995), on opposite sides of the Danube River, joined to become Budapest in 1873.

trading partners have been Germany, Italy, Austria,
the United States, and some of the formerly socialist
countries.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Early in the socialist period,
the nationalization of industries, commerce, and
most services, along with the forced collectivization
of agrarian landholding, brought about the end of
private property. Communist Party leaders, secre-
taries, and members lived better and had access to
more goods than did the rest of the population.
Privatization of industry, commerce, and some ser-
vices took place after 1990 as Western capital
flowed into Hungary. As a result of a complex and
controversial system of property compensation,
most arable land and real properties were repriva-
tized after more than four decades. The income gap
then widened between the rich and the poor. It
increased in 1998 as 38 percent of the population
earned below the minimum annual wage. In con-
trast, the rich seem to have increased their wealth at
a rapid rate.

Upward social mobility still depends on the
channeling of students into educational institutes. A
disproportionate number of students in high
schools, colleges, and universities come from intel-

lectual, upper management, or otherwise ‘‘elite’’
families.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Western-style
clothes, especially American jeans, are worn by the
bulk of the younger population in both urban and
rural areas. New clothes are very expensive and
brand names such as Levi-Strauss can be bought
only by a small segment of the population. Shiny
polyester or nylon leisure suits worn with expen-
sive, name-brand sports shoes are signs of new and
successful entrepreneurs. Many of the new rich
drive expensive foreign cars. The number of cell
phones and their frequent and public uses are strik-
ing. There are numerous luxurious new or elabo-
rately remodeled villas in Budapest that are owned
by the new economic elite. Foreign travel has be-
come a flaunted symbol of wealth and status.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. All levels of government were under
the control of the Communist Party between 1948
and 1989. The change of regime in 1989 brought in
a multiparty government and a parliamentary de-
mocracy with elected representatives. At the end of
the twentieth century, there were 182 officially reg-
istered political parties.
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A woman paints a flower design which will be used to make a traditional Hungarian dress in Kalocsa, Hungary.

Leadership and Political Officials. There is a
president, who is the head of the state and may be
elected for two five-year terms. The prime minister
is the leader of the party with the most seats. The
parliament is called the National Assembly, with
386 deputies who are elected for four-year terms.
The Constitutional Court was established in 1990.
There is a Judicial Supreme Court that is essentially
a final court of appeal.

Social Problems and Control. Alcoholism is a
widespread and significant problem. In addition,
drug abuse has increased since the end of the socialist
regime. After the outbreak of the war in the former
Yugoslavia in 1991, Hungary became a favorite place
for international organized crime organizations that
engage in drug, weapons, and people smuggling;
prostitution rings; and money laundering. The crime
rate is rapidly increasing. The population worries
about the lack of public safety and generally blames
crimes on the Roma as well as refugees and other
foreigners. Psychological problems, particularly de-
pression, increased significantly between 1988 and
1996, and, although the number of suicides has been
declining, Hungary continues to have the highest
rate of suicide in the world.

Military Activity. Modernization of the army be-
gan in the early transition period (1990–1994) and

has continued since the country has become part of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).
There is an ongoing process of integrating the Hun-
garian armed forces with NATO organizations and
the filling of alliance posts. The army is being con-
verted to a mixed structure that is composed of
volunteers and conscripts. All males between ages
18 and 55 are required to serve in the armed forces,
but conscription is selective. For example, students
in universities serve for a very short time or not at
all and conscientious objectors are given civilian
jobs. There are 80,000 people serving in the army,
air force, border guards, and the small fleet guard-
ing the Danube River.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Men are expected to
work, earn, and provide for their families, while
women are expected to take care of the children and
the domestic chores. These ideal roles are rarely
achieved today. In the last couple of generations, the
rate of divorce and remarriage has increased dramati-
cally. Since the change of regime (in 1989), coha-
bitation of unmarried couples and the number of
children born outside of marriage have grown. These
patterns are more common among those with less
formal education, money, and social prestige.

H U N G A R Y

1 0 0 6



Most Hungarian men do not help with the
housework, and few women object to this arrange-
ment. Only among a small percentage of young,
mostly urban couples and an even smaller segment
of middle-aged intellectuals and professionals is
there evidence of a changing pattern in the gendered
division of labor in the domestic sphere.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
images of the mother and motherland are expressed
in the national literature and culture. Since the early
nineteenth century, the centrality of the mother-
son relationship has been idealized in literature and
the public consciousness. The mother is often hailed
as the core of the national identity, the guardian and
cultivator of a ‘‘real’’ culture that is untouched by
foreign influences.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriages are no longer arranged.
Young people usually marry for love or to have
children. The perpetual shortage of apartments is a
problem for married couples. Young married cou-
ples frequently move into the small apartment of
either set of parents. While traditionally a young
married couple lived near the parents of the groom,
today, if a couple cannot set up an independent new
household, they move in with the set of parents
who will welcome them and has the most room.
Most households consist of a married or unmarried
couple and their children.

Even when a couple lives in a separate house-
hold, great value is placed on having the help of a
grandmother or grandfather.

Kin Groups. Kin groups are often large in villages
and smaller in urban centers. Godparenthood is still
much valued. Extended families living in the same
household are very rare.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Traditionally, newborns were swad-
dled; today they are wrapped in warm blankets
when they are very young, but swaddling is no
longer practiced. Infants and toddlers are usually
put into a separate space to sleep and play. Parents
try to calm an active baby rather than stimulate it.
There seems to be a growing child centeredness that
is manifested in focusing on children and often giv-
ing them more material goods and privileges than
the family can afford. Good children are obedient,
mindful, diligent, respectful, industrious, quiet, and
good students. In rural areas, more emphasis is

placed on respect and industrious behavior. The
actual behavior of children rarely approximates
these expectations.

Child Rearing and Education. Formal education
is compulsory between six and sixteen years of age.
The rate of literacy is 98 percent. Traditionally,
most people considered a high school diploma as the
final formal educational goal.

Higher Education. Since the 1980s more value
has been placed on college or university education.
This is illustrated by a slightly increased enrollment
in colleges and universities and in an expansion of
educational opportunities in institutes of higher
learning.

ETIQUETTE

Hospitality entails an extraordinary effort to feed
and care for guests. Guests are always encouraged
to step into one’s home first.

On the streets, it is customary for men to walk
on the left side of women, ostensibly because in the
past gentlemen kept their swords on the left side and
women had to be on the opposite side of the sword.
A Hungarian man enters first into a pub, restau-
rant, coffeehouse, or other public establishment.

Friends, family members, and close acquaint-
ances who have not seen one another for a while
greet and part from one another with pecks on both
the left and right cheeks. Touching the hands, arms,
and shoulders of partners in conversation is com-
mon. It is customary for a woman to offer her hand
first both to men of all ages and to younger women
and children.

Differentiated formal terms of address are sel-
dom used among younger people. Informal styles
of greeting and terms of address are used from the
moment of initial meeting. Considerably less time is
spent visiting and socializing in coffeehouses and on
the streets than in the past.

Bodily contact is rather intimate on public
transportation and in malls and shopping centers.
In isolated rural settlements, villagers still stare at
strangers.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. According to surveys in the
early 1990s, 72 percent of Hungarians are Roman
Catholic, 21 percent are Calvinist Reformed, 4 per-
cent are Lutherans, nearly 1 percent are Jewish, and
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Hungarians frequent the Szechenyi Thermal Baths in Budapest and other spas to promote good health.

about 2 percent are ‘‘nondenominational’’ or
‘‘other.’’

After Russia, Hungary has the largest Jewish
population in its region. About 80 percent of Hun-
garian Jews live in the capital city. About half the
Jewish population is over the age of 65.

There was an official campaign against all reli-
gions during the socialist regime. Those who openly
practiced a religion were discriminated against and
often punished. The state closed most parochial
schools and dissolved or disbanded religious orders
and institutions. After 1989 and during the periods
of privatization, many schools and other formerly
parochial buildings were returned to the churches.
As compensation for the confiscated properties, the
state financially supports parochial schools and
other religious institutions.

Among large segments of the population, reli-
gious indifference and often explicitly antireligious
attitudes prevail. This is an outcome of the lax,
individualist, atomizing policies of the last decade of
socialism. Alongside the major denominations,
there are an increasing number of small sects, reli-
gious movements, and Eastern religious practices,
along with a growing number of followers of pros-
elytizing Western missionaries.

Many Hungarians do not formally belong to or
regularly practice any religion, but baptisms, wed-
dings, and funerals tie them informally to churches.

Rituals and Holy Places. Among the sacred places
of the Hungarian Roman Catholic Church are the
city of Esztergom, where Saint Stephen was born;
Pannonhalma, where the first Benedictine Order
was founded in 996 C.E.; the city of Eger; and a
number of provincial rural settlements and places of
annual pilgrimage. Calvinists in eastern Hungary
consider Debrecen the ‘‘Calvinist Rome.’’ The reli-
gious centers for Lutherans are Budapest and
Sopron. Budapest has the largest synagogue in
Europe.

Death and the Afterlife. In addition to traditional
in-ground burial, cremation with special places to
put funerary urns has been practiced since before
World War II. Because of a lack of cemetery space in
the cities and the great expense of traditional fu-
nerals, cremation is widely practiced.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Western medicine is practiced, although many
individuals have turned to alternative medicine
such as acupuncture and herbal and homeo-
pathic remedies. In addition to Western medical
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treatment, frequenting medicinal spas, getting
professional deep tissue and other types of
massage, and drinking mineral water continue to
be very popular.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Major national holidays include 20 August, com-
memorating the death of King Stephen. This day is
also an ecclesiastical feast day. During the socialist
regime (1948–1989), 20 August was renamed the
Day of the Constitution and the Day of New Bread.
Another major national holiday is 15 March, which
commemorates the bloodless democratic civil revo-
lution that broke out in 1848. Since the change of
regime in 1989, 23 October has been a day of re-
membrance of the revolution of 1956, when Hun-
garians rose against the Soviet occupation. Though
not an official holiday, the Day of the Martyrs of
Arad (6 October) is a significant time of remem-
brance.

In addition, there are numerous local memorial
celebrations, art festivals, and folk festivals. Among
the many festivals and fairs are the southern Folk-
lore Festival along the Danube, the northern re-
gion’s annual Palóc Festival, and the annual Bridge
Fair. In the annual Budapest Spring Festival, there
are art exhibits and musical and theatrical events.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Support for the arts during
the socialist period was provided primarily by the
State. Since 1989, there has been much less govern-
mental support and more private, individual, and
corporate sponsors for artists.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The physical and social sciences are taught on so-
phisticated and advanced levels in universities, re-
search facilities, and other institutes. State funding
continues to be a key resource, but it has decreased
in the last decade. There has been a ‘‘brain drain’’ as
younger and middle-aged scientists leave temporar-
ily or permanently for better wages and opportuni-
ties and more advanced laboratories and instru-
ments in Western Europe, the United States,
Canada, and Australia.
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Gerõ, András. Modern Hungarian Society, 1995.

Gombár, Csaba, Elemér Hankiss, László Lengyel, and
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Örkény, Antal, and Mária Székelyi. ‘‘Justice and Legiti-
macy: Post-Transformation Trends in Eastern Eu-
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CULTURE NAME

Icelandic

ORIENTATION

Identification. Scandinavian sailors discovered
Iceland in the mid-ninth century, and the first set-
tler recognized in the literary-historical tradition,
Ingólfur Arnason, arrived in 874. The book of set-
tlements (Landnámabók), which contains informa-
tion on four hundred settlers, was compiled in the
twelfth century. The story set down there and re-
peated to this day is that a Norse Viking named
Flóki sailed to Iceland, but spent so much energy
hunting and fishing that he did not lay up hay for
his livestock, which died in the winter, and had to
return. He then gave the island its unpromising
name.

Among the settlers and the slaves the Scandina-
vians brought were people of Irish as well as Norse
descent; Icelanders still debate the relative weight of
the Norse and Irish contributions to their culture
and biology. Some date a distinctive sense of
‘‘Icelandicness’’ to the writing of the First
Grammatical Treatise in the twelfth century. The
first document was a recording of laws in 1117.
Many copies and versions of legal books were pro-
duced. Compilations of law were called Grágas
(‘‘gray goose’’ or ‘‘wild goose’’).

In 930, a General Assembly was established,
and in 1000, Iceland became Christian by a decision
of the General Assembly. In 1262–1264, Iceland
was incorporated into Norway; in 1380, when
Norway came under Danish rule, Iceland went
along; and on 17 June 1944, Iceland became an
independent republic, though it had gained sover-
eignty in 1918 and had been largely autonomous
since 1904.

The sense of Iceland as a separate state with a
separate identity dates from the nineteenth-century
nationalist movement. According to the ideology of

that movement, all Icelanders share a common heri-
tage and identity, though some argue that eco-
nomic stratification has resulted in divergent iden-
tities and language usage.

Location and Geography. Iceland is an island in
the north Atlantic Ocean between Greenland and
Norway just south of the Arctic Circle. It covers
63,860 square miles (103,000 square kilometers),
of which about 620 are cultivated, 12,400 are used
for grazing, 7,500 are covered by glaciers, 1,900 are
covered by lakes, and 41,500 are covered by lava,
sands, and other wastelands. The Gulf Stream mod-
erates the climate. The capital is Reykjavı́k.

Demography. In 1993, the population was
264,922. In 1703, when the first census was done,
the population was 50,358. In 1992, there were
63,540 families that averaged three members. In
1993, the population of the capital area was
154,268.

Linguistic Affiliation. Icelandic is a Germanic lan-
guage related to Norwegian. Medieval Icelandic, the
language of the historical-literary tradition, some-
times is called Old Norse. Icelandic has been said to be
virtually unaltered since medieval times, although
manyIcelandersdisagree.Therearenofamilynames.
Everyone has one or two names and is referred to as
the son or daughter of his or her father. Thus, every-
one has a patronymic, or father’s name. Directories
are organized alphabetically by first name. There is
some debate about the uniformity of the language.
Purists of the nationalist-oriented independence tra-
dition insist that there is novariation in Icelandic, but
linguistic studies suggestvariationby class.While all
the people speak Icelandic, most also speak Danish
and English.

Symbolism. The international airport is named Leif
Erikson Airport after the first voyager to North
America, and a statue of Erikson stands in front of
the National Cathedral. A heroic statue of the first
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settler is in the downtown area of the capital. The
nationalist-oriented ideology stresses identification
with medieval culture and times while downplay-
ing slavery and later exploitative relations of the
aristocracy and commoners. This romantic view of
the saga tradition informs nationalist symbolism
and nationalist-influenced folklore. There is a whole
genre of romantic landscape poetry depicting the
beauty of the island. Some of it goes back to the saga
tradition, quoting Gunnar, a hero of Njal’s saga,
who refused to depart after being outlawed because
as he looked over his shoulder when his horse stum-
bled, the fields were so beautiful that he could not
bear to leave. More recently, rhetoric about whaling
has achieved symbolic proportions as some have
viewed attempts to curtail the national tradition of
whale hunting as an infringement on their indepen-
dence. Independence Day on 17 June is celebrated in
Reykjavı́k. Neighborhood bands march into the

downtown area playing songs, and many people
drink alcoholic beverages. The major symbols of
Icelandicness are the language and geography, cen-
tered on the beauty of the landscape. Many people
know the names of the farms of their ancestors and
can name fjords and hills, and the map in the civic
center in Reykjavı́k has no place names because it is
assumed that people know them. The folkloristic
tradition contains many stories of trolls, among
them the ones that come from the wastelands to eat
children at Christmas and their twelve sons who
play pranks on people. Various features of land-
scape are associated with stories recorded in the
official folklore.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Between 1602 and
1787, Denmark imposed a trade monopoly that re-
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Swimmers bathe in the Blue Lagoon thermal baths in Iceland.

stricted imports and kept fishing under its control.
A farming elite developed a system of self-contained
farms and opposed the development of fishing,
which would threaten the supply of cheap labor if
relied on. After independence, fishing finally devel-
oped. The trade monopoly organized Iceland as a
tributary state for mercantile purposes and created
a class of farmers with entrenched interests and
power to defend them against the fisheries. The
trade monopoly created the autonomous Icelandic
farm as the primary social, economic, and political
unit. When the tributary system became a hin-
drance to organizing for capitalism, the elite engi-
neered backwardness to serve its interests. This
backwardness was not a local dynamic and was not
culturally determined but served a large interna-
tional Danish system. When Denmark’s absolute
monarchy was replaced by a nation-state, this pro-
vided a context for Icelandic independence. Al-
though farmers tried to perpetuate their hold over
the economy, industrial fishing became the back-
bone of the national economy. The ‘‘independence
struggle’’ started in the mid-nineteenth century.
Nationalist ideology presents the movement as an
autonomous great awakening. In the service of the
independence movement, the elite developed distinc-
tive images of what it meant to be Icelandic, aided
by historians and legalists, folklorists, and lin-

guists. These images described an ideal lifestyle of an
elite. Danes thought Icelandic culture embodied the
most noble elements in the Norse experience and
looked to Iceland for inspiration. Thus, Icelandic
leaders could argue that the nation’s future should
match the glories of its past. Icelandic students in
Denmark began to import ideas of nationalism and
romanticism. The Icelandic elite followed the Danes
in identifying with a romantic image of a glorious
Icelandic past. As the Danes began to modernize and
develop, they set the conditions for Icelandic inde-
pendence. Finally it was conditions beyond Danish
control—when Denmark was occupied by Ger-
many in World War II, followed by the occupation
of Iceland by British and then American troops—
that pushed Iceland into independence. Given inde-
pendence and population growth, along with new
sources of outside capital, the government focused
on the development of industrial fishing and the
infrastructure to support it.

National Identity. The working class identified
with national political movements and parties and
thus helped ratify the elite’s vision of Iceland. The
ideology developed by members of the farming elite
was one of the individual, the holiness and purity of
the countryside, and the moral primacy of the farm
and farmers. The most significant individuals were
the farmers. This ideology was perpetuated in aca-
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demic writings, schools, and law. Foreign scholars
and anthropologists, along with local folklorists,
created a bureaucratic folklorism that considered
the intellectual superior to the rural people and the
rural people as the most superior of all exotics. Such
constructs could not be perpetuated as most people
abandoned the countryside in favor of fishing vil-
lages and wage work or salaried positions in
Reykjavı́k. Icelanders generalized and democratized
the concept of the elite and combined it with com-
petitive consumerism. This led to a new cultural
context that weakened the ideology of the farmer
elite. The main ideological task of the independence
movement was to develop a paradigm that would
prove that the nationalistic power struggle would
change the lives of ordinary people. The past and the
countryside were emphasized as pure, while work-
ing people in the cities were considered trash. The
folklore movement displaced discussions of compe-
tition for power to earlier times and reduced diver-
sity to uniformity in service of the state. As the
population grew and the economy turned more
toward fishing in the coastal towns and villages,
farmers lost their economic place. The main goal of
the nationalist ideology that the elite promulgated
was to conserve the old order. The glory of the sagas
was held up as a model, and certain celebrations
were revived to emphasize the connection. How-
ever, today most Icelanders live in the area of the
capital, and their culture is international.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE

OF SPACE

In 1991, there were 4,754 farms. More than half
the people (154,268) live in the Reykjavı́k area. The
next largest town is Akurery, with a population of
14,799. Keflavı́k, where the NATO base and the
international airport are, has a population of 7,581.
The Westman Islands are home to 4,883 people. The
realities of daily life for most people are urban and
industrial or bureaucratic. Until recently, social life
was centered on households and there was little
public life in restaurants, cafés, or bars. There is a
thriving consumer economy. People are guaranteed
the right to work, health care, housing, retirement,
and education. Thus, there is no particular need to
save. People therefore purchase homes, country
houses, cars, and consumer goods to stock them.
Private consumption in 1993 reached $10,600 per
capita.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The writer Halldor Laxness
once observed that ‘‘life is salt fish.’’ During some of
the events inspired by the romantic folkloric revival,
people consume brennivı́n, an alcoholic beverage
called ‘‘black death,’’ along with fermented shark
meat and smoked lamb, which is served at festive
occasions. Icelanders are famous for the amount of
coffee they drink and the amount of sugar they
consume.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. For
homecomings and family gatherings, there is usu-
ally a sumptuous spread of cakes and pastries, in-
cluding crullers and thin pancakes rolled around
whipped cream.

Basic Economy. The major occupations in 1991
were agriculture, fishing, and fish processing. The
main industries were building, commerce, trans-
portation and communications, finance and insur-
ance, and the public sector. Fish and fish products
are the major export item. While dairy products and
meat are locally produced, grain products are im-
ported. Some vegetables are produced in green-
houses, and some potatoes are locally produced.
Other food is imported, along with many consumer
goods. In 1993, consumer goods accounted for 37.2
percent of imports, intermediate goods 28 percent,
fuels 8 percent, and investment goods 25.8 percent.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. There is a lack of extreme
stratification in a country that values egalitarian
relationships. Working-class people are likely to in-
dicate their class status by language use, incorpo-
rating into their speech what purists call ‘‘language
diseases.’’

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Iceland has a multiparty parliamen-
tary system, and there is a written constitution.
Presidents are elected for four-year terms by direct
popular vote but serve a parliamentary function
and do not head a separate executive branch. The
parliament is called Althingi after the medieval gen-
eral assembly. It has sixty three members elected by
popular vote for four-year terms. Each party puts
forward a list of candidates, and people vote for
parties, not candidates. The seats in the parliament
are then distributed to parties according to the
placement of people in their lists. Thus, elections
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Flowers adorn a public square. Icelanders take extreme care in the upkeep of public areas.

have more to do with policies and positions on
issues than with personalities.

Leadership and Political Officials. After elec-
tions, the president asks one party, usually the one
with the largest number of votes, to form a govern-
ment of cabinet officers. There has never been a
majority in the parliament, and so the governments
are coalitions. The real political competition starts
after elections, when those elected to the parliament
jockey for positions in the new government. If the
first party cannot form a coalition, the president

will ask another one until a coalition government is
formed. Cabinet ministers can sit in the parliament
but may not vote unless they have been elected as
members. This cabinet stays in power until another
government is formed or until there are new elec-
tions. The president and the Althingi share legisla-
tive power because the president must approve all
the legislation the parliament passes. In practice,
this is largely a ritual act, and even a delay in
signing legislation is cause for public comment.
Constitutionally, the president holds executive
power, but the cabinet ministers, who are responsi-
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ble to the Althingi, exercise the power of their vari-
ous offices. The parliament controls national fi-
nances, taxation, and financial allocations and
appoints members to committees and executive
bodies. There is an autonomous judicial branch. The
voting age is 18, and about 87.4 percent of the
people vote. The major parties include the Indepen-
dence Party, Progressive Party, People’s Alliance,
Social Democrats, Women’s Party, and Citizens/
Liberal Party. Each party controls a newspaper to
spread and propagate its views. The mode of inter-
action with political officials is informal.

Social Problems and Control. There are few social
problems, and crime is minimal. There is some do-
mestic abuse and alcoholism. The unemployment
rate is very low. Police routinely stop drivers to
check for drunkenness, and violators have to serve
jail time, often after waiting for a space in the jail to
become available. There are no military forces.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Since independence, there has been a high standard
of living. From 1901 to 1960, real national income
rose tenfold, with an annual average growth rate
over 4 percent. This was the period in which the
national economy was transformed from a rural
economy based on independent farms to a capitalist
fishing economy with attendant urbanization.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

The Relative Status of Women and Men. There is
more gender equality than there is in many other
countries. The open nature of the political system
allows interested women to organize as a political
party to pursue their interests in the parliament.
There are women clergy. Fishing is largely in the
hands of men, while women are more prominent in
fish processing.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. There is a relative lack of formal mar-
riage, and out-of-wedlock births (13 to 36 percent)
have never been stigmatized. Women frequently
have a child before they marry. Many people are
related to numerous half siblings from their par-
ents’ other children by other mates.

Domestic Unit. The domestic unit is the house-
hold, and larger kin groups come together for an-
nual reunions. Friendship and other connections are

very important, and many people who are referred
to by kin terms are not genealogically related.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Infants are isolated in carriages and
cribs, not continuously held. Public health nurses
check on newborns to be sure they are on the
growth curves and check for signs of neglect, abuse,
or disease. Since both men and women usually
work, it is common for children to be kept in day
care centers from an early age.

Child Rearing and Education. Children are cen-
ters of attention, and classes are given on child
rearing and parenting. Thus, even teenagers are fa-
miliar with approved methods of child rearing. Edu-
cation is respected and considered a basic right. Uni-
versity education is available to all who want it and
can afford minimal registration fees. Education is
compulsory between ages 7 and 16 but may be
continued in middle schools or high schools, many
of which are boarding schools.

Higher Education. A theological seminary was
founded in 1847, followed by a medical school in
1876 and a law school in 1908; these three schools
were merged in 1911 to form the University of
Iceland. A faculty of philosophy was added to deal
with matters of ideology (philology, history, and
literature). Later, faculties of engineering and social
sciences were added.

ETIQUETTE

Social interaction is egalitarian. Public comport-
ment is quiet and reserved.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The state church is the Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church, of which 92.2 percent of the
population are nominal if not practicing members.
Other Lutherans constitute 3.1 percent of the popu-
lation, Catholics 0.9 percent, and others 3.8 percent.
There is a Catholic church and churches of other
groups in Reykjavı́k. There are many Lutheran
churches, and their clergy substitute for social ser-
vice agencies. Other religions include Seventh-Day
Adventists, Pentecostals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Ba-
hai, and followers of the Asa Faith Society, which
looks to the gods represented in the saga tradition.
Less than 2 percent of the population in 1993 was
not affiliated with a religious denomination. Confir-
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Icelandic fishermen provide the key ingredient for one of the country’s main exports, fish and fish products.

mation is an important ritual for adolescents, but
many who are confirmed are not active.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Universal medical care is provided as a right. There
is a modern medical system.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Most holidays are associated with the Christian
religious calendar. Others include the first day of

summer on a Thursday from 19 to 25 April, Labor
Day on 1 May, National Day on 17 June, and
Commerce Day on the first Monday of August.
These holidays are observed by having a day off
from work and possibly traveling to the family
summer house for a brief vacation.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. There is an art museum in
Reykjavı́k, and several artists have achieved the
status of ‘‘state artists’’ with government-funded
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studios, which become public museums after their
deaths. There is a theater community in Reykjavı́k.
Literature has a long history.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND

SOCIAL SCIENCES

The University of Iceland is the center for scientific
research. There is much work on geothermal energy
sources. The National Science Foundation funds re-
search, and Iceland belongs to international federa-
tions for the support of physical and social science
research. There is a faculty of engineering and a
faculty of social science at the university.
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CULTURE NAME

Indian, Hindu, Bharati

ORIENTATION

Identification. India constitutes the largest part of
the subcontinental land mass of South Asia, an area
it shares with six other countries, including Nepal,
Pakistan, and Bangladesh. It has highly variable
landforms, that range from torrid plains, tropical
islands, and a parched desert to the highest moun-
tain range in the world.

Location and Geography. India, on the southern
subcontinent of Asia, is bounded on the northwest
by Pakistan; on the north by China and Tibet, Nepal
and Bhutan; on the northeast by Bangladesh and
Burma (Myanmar); and on the southwest and
southeast by the Indian Ocean, with the island re-
publics of Sri Lanka and the Maldives to the south.
Excluding small parts of the country that are cur-
rently occupied by Chinese or Pakistani military
forces, the area of the Republic of India is 1,222,237
square miles (3,165,596 square kilometers).

Demography. The 1991 census enumerated
846,302,688 residents, including 407,072,230
women, and 217 million people defined as urban
dwellers. However, with a population growth rate
estimated at 17 per one thousand in 1998, by May
2000 the national figure reached one billion. Life
expectancy in the 1991 census was sixty years, and
in 1997 it was estimated that almost 5 percent of
the population was age 65 or older. The population
is still primarily rural, with 73 percent of the popu-
lation in 1997 living outside the cities and towns. In
1991, the largest urban centers were Bombay or
Mumbai (12,596,243), Calcutta or Kolkata
(11,021,915), Delhi (8,419,084), Madras or
Chennai (5,421,985), Hyderabad (4,253,759), and
Bangalore (4,130,288).

Linguistic Affiliations. There are four major lan-
guage families, each with numerous languages.
Indo-Aryan, a branch of Indo-European, covers the
northern half of the country, and the Dravidian
family covers the southern third. In the middle re-
gions a number of tribal languages of the Munda or
Austroasiatic family are spoken. In the northeast-
ern hills, numerous Tibeto-Burman languages are
spoken.

Symbolism. The national flag, which was adopted
in 1947, is a tricolor of deep saffron, white, and
green, in horizontal bands (with green at the bot-
tom). In the center of the white band is a blue wheel,
the chakra, which also appears on the lion column-
capital of the Emperor Asoka at Sarnath. This carv-
ing, which is over 2,200 years old, is also a national
emblem that is preserved in the Sarnath Museum.
The sandstone carving features four lions back to
back, separated by wheels (chakra, the wheel of
law), standing over a bell-shaped lotus. The whole
carving once was surmounted by the wheel of law.
The national anthem is a song composed by
Rabindranath Tagore in 1911 entitled Jana-gana
mana. The nearly useless Saka-era calendar also
may be considered a national symbol, adopted in
1957 and still often used officially alongside the
Gregorian calendar.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. India has a history go-
ing back thousands of years and a prehistory going
back hundreds of thousands of years. There was a
long phase of Paleolithic hunting and gathering cul-
tures parallel in time and characteristics with the
Paleolithic peoples of Europe and East Asia. This was
followed, eight thousand to ten thousand years ago,
by the development of settled agricultural commu-
nities in some areas.

In 2700 B.C.E., the first genuinely urban civili-
zation in the Indus Valley and western India
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India

emerged. After its disappearance around 1500
B.C.E., there was a bewildering variety of princely
states and kingdoms, small and large, throughout
the subcontinent, creating a long history of war and
conquest that was punctuated by foreign invasions

and the birth of some of the world’s largest reli-
gions: Buddhism, Jainism, Hinduism, and Sikhism.

Despite the extent of the Empire of Asoka (272–
232 B.C.E.) and the Mughal Empire (1526–1707), it
was left to the last foreign invaders, the British, to
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establish a unified empire that covered most of the
subcontinent during its final century.

India was ruled by the British government after
1858 through a viceroy and a council, although
several hundred ‘‘princely states’’ continued to
maintain a measure of independence. The Indian
National Congress, founded in 1885, slowly moved
from a position of advisor and critic for the British
administration toward demanding the transference
of power to native Indian politicians. In 1930, the
Indian National Congress, led by Jawaharlal Nehru
and Mahatma Gandhi, adopted a policy of civil
disobedience with a view to achieving full national
independence. It was to be a long struggle, but inde-
pendence was achieved in 1947, with the condition
that predominantly Muslim areas in the north
would form a separate country of Pakistan. Mo-
hammed Ali Jinnah was to be Pakastani’s first
prime minister, while Nehru became the prime min-
ister of the Republic of India. The departure of the
colonial authorities, including the British armed
forces, was peaceful, but the splitting off of Pakistan
caused a massive population movement and blood-
shed on both sides as a result of ‘‘communal pas-
sions.’’ A quarter century later, the eastern wing of
Pakistan split from that country to become the in-
dependent country of Bangladesh.

National Identity. National identity is not a major
political issue; regional identity and the mother
tongue seem to be more important. There are still
millions of illiterate people who seem hardly aware
that they are Indians but can be vociferous in their
support of chauvinistic regional politicians. Thus,
India has been plagued with secessionist struggles
since independence, the most prominent of which
have been a Dravidistan movement in the south, an
armed struggle among Kashmiri Muslims for a
union of their state with Pakistan, a Khalistan
movement among Panjabi Sikhs, and a guerilla
movement seeking independence for all the Naga
tribes in the northeast.

Ethnic Relations. India is home to several thou-
sand ethnic groups, tribes, castes, and religions. The
castes and subcastes in each region relate to each
other through a permanent hierarchical structure,
with each caste having its own name, traditional
occupation, rank, and distinctive subculture. Tribes
usually do not have a caste hierarchy but often have
their own internal hierarchical organization. The
pastoral and foraging tribes are relatively egalitar-
ian in their internal organization.

India is no stranger to ethnic conflict, especially
religious wars. Nevertheless, in most parts of the

Indian shop workers in the main bazaar in Jaipur, Rajasthan.

country there has long been a local intercaste and
intertribal economy that commonly is based on
barter or the exchange of goods and services; since
this system has satisfied economic necessities at
least partially, ethnic conflict commonly has been
dampened or kept under control because of the mu-
tual benefits these economic arrangements provide.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

In the Indus civilization of 2700 to 1500 B.C.E., India
developed one of the earliest urban societies in the
world, along with an extensive trading economy to
support it.

The walled citadels in some early cities devel-
oped into elaborate palisades, walls, and moats to
protect the multitude of Iron Age and medieval cities
throughout much of the country. The towns and
cities are of eight historic types: (1) ancient pilgrim-
age centers, such as Madurai; (2) local market
towns, roughly one every 20 miles; (3) medieval
fortified towns, such as Gwalior; (4) ancient and
medieval seaports, such as Bharuch (Broach); (5)
military cantonments first set up by the British,
such as Pune; (6) modern administrative centers
such as New Delhi; (7) new industrial centers, such
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as Jamshedpur; and (8) great modern metropoles
such as Bombay (Mumbai) and Calcutta (Kolkata).

Architecture developed distinct regional styles
that remain apparent. These styles reflect the rela-
tive influence of the medieval Tamil kingdoms, Per-
sian and Turkic invaders in the north, Portuguese
and British Christianity, and all the distinctive fea-
tures of the religious monuments of Jainism, Bud-
dhism, Islam, and medieval Hinduism.

The landscape is dotted with over half a million
villages, and each region has distinctive forms of
domestic architecture and village layout. Holy
places of the various religions are commonly within
villages and towns, but the numerous pilgrimage
sites are not necessarily located there.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. About half the people eat rice as
their staple, while the remainder subsist on wheat,
barley, maize, and millet. There are thus major geo-
graphic differences in diet. Just as fundamental is the
division between those who eat meat and those who
are vegetarian. Muslims, Jews, Sikhs, and Christians
all eat meat, with the important proviso that the
first three groups do not consume pork. Lower-caste
Hindus eat any meat except beef, whereas members
of the higher castes and all Jains are normally vege-
tarian, with most even avoiding eggs.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Every
caste, tribe, town, village, and religion has a pano-
ply of traditional ceremonies that are observed with
enthusiasm and wide participation. Most of these
ceremonies have a religious basis, and the majority
are linked with the deities of Hinduism.

Basic Economy. With a large proportion of the
population being located in rural areas (73 percent),
farming is the largest source of employment; for
hundreds of millions of people, this means subsis-
tence farming on tiny plots of land, whether owned
or rented. In most parts of the country, some
farmers produce cash crops for sale in urban mar-
kets, and in some areas, plantation crops such as tea,
coffee, cardamom, and rubber are of great economic
importance because they bring in foreign money.

In 1996, the gross domestic product (GDP) per
capita was $380, and the GDP growth rate was
almost 6 percent from 1990 to 1996. In that period,
the average annual inflation was 9 percent. In 1994,
national debt was 27 percent of GDP. Over the past
half century the economy has been expanding
slowly but at a steady rate on the basis of a wide
range of industries, including mining operations.

Major cities such as Bombay are considered residential
creations of British administrators.

The United States has been the principal export
market in recent years, receiving 17 percent of ex-
ports in 1995 and 1996. Clothing, tea, and com-
puter software are three major categories of exports
to the United States.

Land Tenure and Property. In an economy based
on agriculture, the ownership of land is the key to
survival and power. In most parts of the country,
the majority of the acreage is owned by a politically
dominant caste that is likely to be a middle-ranking
one, not a Brahmin one. However, the various re-
gions still have different traditions of land tenure
and associated systems of land taxation.

India has only recently seen the last of the rural
serfs who for centuries supplied much of the basic
farm labor in some parts of the country. There are
still numberless landless wage laborers, tenant
farmers, and landlords who rent out their extensive
lands, and rich peasants who work their own
holdings.

Commercial Activities. India has had many
traders, transport agents, importers, and exporters
since the days of the Indus civilization four thou-
sand years ago. Market places have existed since
that time, and coinage has been in circulation
among urban people for 2500 years.
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In modern times, an expanding investment
scene, combined with continuing inflation, has
formed the background to an extensive import and
export trade. The major industries continue to be
tourism, clothing, tea, coffee, cotton, and the pro-
duction of raw materials; in the last few years, there
has been a surge in the importance of the computer
software industry. Russia, the United States, Ger-
many, and Great Britain are among the major im-
porters of Indian products.

Major Industries. The modern infrastructure was
created by the British administration in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. The country
still relies on a vast network of railroad track, some
of it electrified. Railroads are a government monop-
oly. Roadways, many of them unsurfaced, total
about 1.25 million miles. The first air service, for
postal delivery, grew into Air India which, along
with Indian Airlines, the internal system, was na-
tionalized in 1953. In the 1980s a number of private
airlines developed within the country, while inter-
national connections are provided by a multitude of
foreign companies as well as Air India.

International Trade. The major trading partners
are Russia, the United States, the United Kingdom,
and Germany. Political animosities have long en-
sured that trade with neighboring South Asian
countries remains minimal, although there is now
considerable transborder trade with Nepal, Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh, and Bhutan.

Division of Labor. The division of work is based on
gender. Age also separates out the very old and the
very young as people unable to perform the heav-
iest tasks. Those jobs are done by millions of adult
men and women who have nothing to offer but
their muscles. Beyond these fundamental divisions,
India is unique in having the caste system as the
ancient and most basic principle of organization of
the society. Each of many hundreds of castes tradi-
tionally had one occupation that was its specialty
and usually its local monopoly. Only farming and
the renouncer’s life were open to all.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The caste system is more
elaborate than that in any of the other Hindu or
Buddhist countries. Society is so fragmented into
castes that there can be twenty or thirty distinct
castes within a village.

This society has a hierarchy of endogamous,
birth-ascribed groups, each of which traditionally is

A family at the Taj Mahal, one of the most famous buildings
in the world.

characterized by one distinctive occupation and had
its own level of social status. Because an individual
cannot change his or her caste affiliation, every
family belongs in its entirety and forever to only
one named caste, and so each caste has developed a
distinctive subculture that is handed down from
generation to generation.

Hindu religious theory justifies the division of
society into castes, with the unavoidable differences
in status and the differential access to power each
one has. Hindus usually believe that a soul can have
multiple reincarnations and that after the death of
the body a soul will be reassigned to another new-
born human body or even to an animal one. This
reassignment could be to one of a higher caste if the
person did good deeds in the previous life or to a
lower-status body if the person did bad deeds.

The highest category of castes are those people
called Brahmins in the Hindu system; they were
traditionally priests and intellectuals. Below them
in rank were castes called Ksatriya, including espe-
cially warriors and rulers. Third in rank were the
Vaisyas, castes concerned with trading and land
ownership. The fourth-ranking category were the
Sudras, primarily farmers. Below these four catego-
ries and hardly recognized in the ancient and tradi-
tional model, were many castes treated as
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‘‘untouchable’’ and traditionally called Pancama.
Outside the system altogether were several hundred
tribes, with highly varied cultural and subsistence
patterns. The whole system was marked not just by
extreme differences in status and power but by
relative degrees of spiritual purity or pollution.

A curious feature of the caste system is that
despite its origins in the Hindu theory of fate and
reincarnation, caste organization is found among
Indian Muslims, Jews, and Christians in modern
times. In the Buddhist lands of Korea, Japan, and
Tibet, there are rudimentary caste systems, their
existence signaled especially by the presence of un-
touchable social categories.

The major cities in modern times—Bombay
(Mumbai), Madras (Chennai), Calcutta (Kolkata),
New Delhi, and Bangalore—were essentially resi-
dential creations of the British administrators. Ar-
chitecturally, professionally, and in other ways,
they are therefore the most Westernized cities in
India today. In these cities and their suburbs, there is
now a developed class system overlying and in
many respects displacing the more traditional caste
system. As a consequence, there are many modern
cases of intercaste marriage in all the cities, al-
though this practice remains almost unthinkable to
the great majority of Indians.

Symbols of Stratification. There are many sym-
bols of class differentiation because each caste tends
to have its own persisting subculture. People’s loca-
tion in this stratification system thus can be gauged
accurately according to the way they dress, their
personal names, the way they speak a local dialect,
the deities they worship, who they are willing to eat
with publicly, the location of their housing, and
especially their occupations. The combination of all
these subcultural features can be a sure sign of
where individuals and their families are situated in
the caste hierarchy.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The national system of government is
a liberal democratic federal republic, making India the
largest democracy in the world. The country is di-
vided for administrative purposes into twenty–eight
linguistically–based states, plus a further seven small
‘‘Union Territories’’ administered directly by the cen-
tral government in New Delhi, the national capital.

Leadership and Political Officials. The central
parliament in New Delhi consists of the House of the
People (Lok Sabha) and the Council of States (Rajya
Sabha).

The states all have legislative assemblies (Vidhan
sabha) and legislative councils (Vidhan parishad).
Members of parliament and the state legislatures are
selected in democratic elections. An exception to this
procedure is that the Lok Sabha has two seats re-
served for Anglo-Indian members, and of the 4,072
seats in all the state legislative assemblies, 557 have
been reserved for candidates from the Scheduled
Castes and a further 527 for candidates from the
Scheduled Tribes. These provisions have ensured that
the main minority populations have legislative rep-
resentation and an interest in pursuing the electoral
process. The Lok Sabha recently had sitting members
from twenty one different parties. State legislatures
also host a multiplicity of political parties.

The head of state is the president, and there is
also a vice-president, neither elected by general fran-
chise but instead by an electoral college. The presi-
dent is aided by a council of ministers, and appoints
the prime minister of each government. This prime
minister is the leader of the dominant party or of a
coalition of prominent parties and has been elected
as a member of parliament. The president has the
power to dissolve a government and order new
elections or to dismiss a problematic state govern-
ment and declare ‘‘president’s rule.’’

Social Problems and Control. Indians have lived
under the rule of law since ancient times. Hindu law
was codified over two thousand years ago in the
books called Dharmasastras. There is now one legal
hierarchy throughout the land, with the Supreme
Court at its head. Legal procedure is based on the
Indian Penal Code (IPC) which was drafted in the
mid-nineteenth century, and the Code of Criminal
Procedure of 1973. The constitution promulgated in
1950 went further than any other South Asian
country has gone in curtailing the influence of tradi-
tional legal systems that in practice applied only to
the followers of a particular religion, whether Hindu,
Buddhist, Muslim, Christian, Jewish, or Parsi.

The huge legal profession helps push cases
slowly through the complex apparatus of magis-
trates’ and higher-level courts, sometimes creating
the impression that litigation is a national sport.
While fines and imprisonment are the most com-
mon punishments, the Supreme Court has upheld
the legality of the death penalty.

Military Activity. Five wars with Pakistan and one
with China since independence have provided train-
ing for several generations of soldiers. India thus
has a strong program of national defense, with four
national services: the army, navy, air force, and
coast guard (since 1978). In 1996, these branches
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An Indian shopkeeper with his wares. Small shops still make up a big part of the Indian economy.

had 1,145,000 personnel. In 1998, the nation
exploded a nuclear bomb as a test.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Traditionally the family was responsible for the
care of the poor, incapacitated, elderly, and very
young. For rural populations this is still largely
true. In recent decades, underfunded state govern-
ments, often with international help, have tried to
create more jobs for the poor as a direct way of
helping them. Beyond this, welfare organizations
have helped, but they are largely private and often
religious foundations with relatively little financ-
ing. The population in need of social welfare sup-
port is too vast for the facilities that are available,
and these people are disproportionately concen-
trated in the cities.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

There are numerous nongovernmental organiza-
tions of social, political, religious, educational, or
sporting natures. Every village, town, and caste and
most temples have at least one associate formal or-
ganization and sometimes dozens. Beyond some at-
tempts at registration, for example, of cooperative

societies and charitable endowments, the govern-
ment does not attempt to control organizations.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Gender provides the
basis for a fundamental division of the work force,
with perhaps only the lowest day-labor jobs and the
most modern professions being regularly staffed by
people of both genders.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
‘‘Patriarchal’’ is the word most commonly used to
describe the traditional Indian family and the gender
relationships within it. This is true in all family
systems except the defunct matrilineal system of
the Nayar castes in Kerala. Within all branches of
Hinduism, priests can only be male, though they
may be boys. In Islam, the leaders of a prayer group
are males. In Zoroastrianism and Roman Catholi-
cism, only men can function as priests.

It is said that a woman must first obey her
father, then her husband, and then her son; this
seems to be the normal pattern as she goes through
life. The opinion of the male head of household is
especially important in the arrangement of mar-
riages, because in most religious communities these
are effectively marriages between two families. At
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such times, romantic preferences get little consider-
ation. Since it is the male head who typically con-
trols the family’s finances, it is he who pays or
receives a dowry at the time of a child’s marriage.
Although older women may be very influential be-
hind the scenes, they wield little legal authority in
property and marriage matters.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Although the different regions and reli-
gions have considerable variety in marital arrange-
ments, the arranged marriage is a traditional fea-
ture of virtually every community; today, except
among the urban middle classes, it still is widely
practiced. Marriages that are not arranged by the
couple’s parents, often termed ‘‘love marriages,’’
are looked down on as impulsive acts of passion.
The more usual style of marriage unites a couple
who have barely met beforehand. It is through the
institution of arranged marriage and its correlate,
caste endogamy, that parents exercise control not
only over their adult children but also over the
social structure and the caste system.

Generally, the country has two main types of
marriage: a north Indian one in which the man
must not marry a closely related cousin and a south
Indian one in which a cross-cousin, whether the
mother’s brother’s daughter or the father’s sister’s
daughter, is the ideal spouse. Many south Indian
castes also permit uncle-niece marriage.
Maharashtra state has intermediate forms.

Domestic Unit. The residential unit is normally the
household, but this unit varies widely in its struc-
ture, from housing a large extended family of three
or four generations to a household made up of a
lone widow. In large buildings with many rooms, it
is common to find a number of discrete households,
especially in cities; each of these households may be
distinguished by its use of a common cooking
hearth and perhaps by depending on a common
source of funds. In crowded urban conditions, each
room may constitute a separate household, as may
each small grass hut in a roadside encampment.

Inheritance. The written will is largely unknown
except in modern urban areas. The tradition has
always been that sons inherit property and status
from their fathers and that daughters can hope to
receive a dowry at the time of their marriage. How-
ever, there is much local and caste variation in pre-
cisely who inherits. In some groups, the oldest son
inherits everything and then makes an accommoda-
tion for his younger brother and provides his sisters’

dowries. In other groups, the brothers may inherit
equal shares, except that the youngest brother in-
herits the house. Other patterns occur, but in gen-
eral, although modern law states that daughters
should inherit equally with their brothers, this
almost never happens except in Islamic families.

Kin Groups. The largest kin-based group is the
caste, of which there are several thousand. A caste is
an endogamous unit with its own traditional occu-
pation and rank. It is made up of a number of clans,
which are also kin-based but are exogamous and
often intermarrying units. The clan in turn is made
up of smaller and more localized groups called line-
ages, which are also exogamous. A caste may in-
clude hundreds of lineages of varying size and sta-
tus, depending on how many generations of depth
they claim. Major lineages commonly are composed
of minor lineages, but the smallest are so localized
that they are made up of a number of neighboring
and closely related extended or nuclear families.
Thus, a caste is endogamous, but all the kin-based
units below it are exogamous and follow rigid rules
about which clans or lineages are allowed to inter-
marry.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Infant care is almost completely the
responsibility of mothers, older siblings, and grand-
mothers. When the mother works in the fields or a
factory, a grandmother commonly is the chief pro-
vider of daytime care for an infant. After about the
age of two, older sisters spend much of their time in
this activity.

Child Rearing and Education. In 1995, the gov-
ernment spent over 2 percent of its resources on
education. Although the government’s goal of eradi-
cating illiteracy among people age fifteen to thirty
five by the year 2000 has not been achieved, there
has been a steady decrease in illiterary since the late
nineteenth century. Among people above age six in
1991, 52 percent were literate, a 9 percent increase
from 1981. Kerala state has the highest rates of
literacy. However, nationally there remains a great
sexual disparity: While 64 percent of men were liter-
ate in 1991, only 39 percent of women were. The
central government is more interested in military
power than in literacy, and millions of rural parents,
especially Muslims, feel that the schooling of girls is
a waste of time and money. Only the establishment
of sixteen as the minimum legal age for marriage has
made it possible for many girls to get their parents’
reluctant permission to attend school.
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While in earlier times missionary-run schools
were important, especially in rural areas, in the last
century local and state schools have educated the
vast majority of students. Over the last half century
universal school attendance for eight years, equal
opportunities for female students, relevant voca-
tional training, and improvement in the quality of
classes and textbooks have been national goals, with
an emphasis on free and compulsory education for
everybody from ages six to fourteen. However,
there has been a recent growth of privately run
schools, many associated with religious organiza-
tions, which tend to do a better job but commonly
charge fees.

Higher Education. There were 166 universities in
1996, including thirteen central universities which
are the oldest, best known, and best funded. The rest
are run by state governments or religious founda-
tions. Funding, hiring professors, and setting edu-
cational standards in all universities are centralized
through the University Grants Commission, which
was established in 1956. About a hundred colleges
throughout the country have an autonomous sta-
tus, but others are branches of major universities
within their states. In 1996 there were 6.4 million
university students enrolled throughout the coun-
try, of whom 5.7 million were undergraduates and
2.2 million were women. There are 418 institutions
that grant degrees in engineering and technology
and1,029 that award diplomas.

Adult education programs combat illiteracy,
lack of knowledge about family planning, and in-
adequate understanding of new farming tech-
niques. Such programs tend to be more accessible in
urban areas. A major hurdle has been the language
of university instruction. The central universities
generally teach in English and produce graduates
with internationally acceptable credentials, but
most of the smaller universities teach in the local
(state) language so that their students’ skills are not
easily transferable even to other parts of the coun-
try. The opportunities for graduate study overseas
are much reduced for this category of students, and
even the acquisition of up-to-date textbooks can be
a problem.

ETIQUETTE

Indians are usually very hospitable even when poor
and go to considerable lengths to make a visitor feel
comfortable. Women normally adopt a deferential
attitude toward men, especially to their husbands
and fathers-in-law. All the people tend to show def-
erence to religious figures and government officials.

A woman decorates the streets with vibrantly colored rice
powder paintings during a festival in Madurai, India.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. In the 1991 census, 82 percent
of the population was enumerated as Hindu. How-
ever, 12 percent of Indians are Muslim, a fact that
makes this one of the largest Islamic nations in the
world. The next largest religious category is Chris-
tians, who make up only over 2 percent of the pop-
ulation and are closely followed in number by
Sikhs. The only other groups of numerical signifi-
cance are the Buddhists (less than 1 percent) and the
Jains (less than half a percent).

Rituals and Holy Places. The thousands of rituals
and millions of shrines, temples, and other holy
places of many faiths defy categorization here. For
Hindus, large pilgrimage temples are the holiest
centers, whereas for Muslims the tombs of saints
(pir) are the most important. For Buddhists, many
of them overseas visitors, the sites associated with
the Buddha are crucial.

Death and the Afterlife. While Muslims, Jews,
and Christians pray that their individual souls will
go to a paradise after death, Hindu ideas about the
afterlife are very different. Muslims, Jews, and
Christians bury their dead in cemeteries, as do most
Zoroastrians today. However, Zoroastrians are
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Women walk on a trail through drying chilies in the Bundi District of Rajasthan.

noted for their Towers of Silence in Bombay and a
few other cities: stone structures where corpses are
exposed to the air and particularly to the vultures
that congregate there.

Most Hindu communities have a fundamental
belief in reincarnation. The basic idea is that one’s
soul can be reincarnated for an unknown number of
rebirths and that what the soul is to be reincarnated
into depends on the balance of one’s sins and good
deeds in past lives. This belief provides the justifica-
tion for the inequities of the caste system: One is
born into a particular caste, whether high or low, as
a result of the accumulated virtues or sins of one’s
soul in a previous life. One can never hope to move
out of one’s caste in this life but may do so in the
next reincarnation. Particularly evil individuals
may be reincarnated as animals.

Hindus normally cremate the dead on a pile of
logs, but the very poor may resort to burial. Ex-
tremely saintly figures may be buried in a sitting
position, as are members of the Lingayat sect.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

India has a tradition of medical healing, teaching,
and research that goes back more than two thou-
sand years to the two basic medical treatises written
by Charaka and Sushruta. Today the country has

four major medical systems as well as dozens of
localized and tribal ones that depend on herbal treat-
ments. The oldest of the four systems is still widely
followed under the name of Ayurveda, meaning
‘‘science of long life’’. It is highly developed, with its
own hospitals, clinics, pharmaceutical factories,
and medical textbooks. It depends primarily on non
invasive herbal treatments. The diagnosis and treat-
ment emphasize a holistic approach. Sidda is a dis-
tinct tradition that developed in south India and
follows principles of physiology close to those of
Ayurveda. Diagnosis depends on a careful reading
of the pulse. Treatment is mostly herbal and psy-
chological. A third medical tradition is called Unani.
This system came to India with Muslim travelers
and was developed under the patronage of the
Mughals. It emphasizes holistic diagnosis and treat-
ment, but the theory of human physiology is dis-
tinct. All three of these systems attribute disease to
an imbalance between underlying constituents. The
fourth and most widely favored system is biomed-
icine, or scientific medicine. It has been used in the
cities for three centuries and is practiced in the best
hospitals and training colleges. India has about 140
medical colleges.

Public health is a major concern of every state
government because of the continuing incidence of
epidemic diseases, high rates of infant mortality,
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and the need for family planning (usually steriliza-
tion) to control the growth of the population.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Public holidays in most states include 1 January
(Gregorian New Year), 26 January (Republic Day,
when the constitution was adopted), 1 May (Inter-
national Labor Day), 30 June, and 15 August (Inde-
pendence Day), 2 October (Gandhi’s birthday), 25
December (Christmas), and 31 December (New
Year’s Eve). Parsi New Year and Telugu New Year,
both locally celebrated, fall at different times.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Historically, the arts flour-
ished under the support of two main categories of
patron: the larger Hindu temples and the princely
rulers of states both small and large. Over the last
two centuries, the patronage of British residents and
art collectors has become important. In independent
India, a national art institute, the Lalit Kala
Akademi, promotes the visual arts through lec-
tures, prizes, exhibitions, and publications.

The government supports the Sahitya
Akademi, which was set up in 1954 to promote
excellence in literature; the National School of
Drama (1959); and the Sangeet Natak Akademi
(1953), which promotes dance.

Literature. India has some of the earliest literature
in the world, beginning with Sanskrit, which may
be the oldest literature in any Indo-European lan-
guage. The Rig Veda is the oldest of the four Vedas,
long religious texts composed in an early form of
Sanskrit some time late in the second century B.C.E.
It was followed by three other Vedas, all liturgical in
character, and then by the principal Upanishads
during the eighth through fifth centuries B.C.E.

The first significant secular document in
Sanskrit was a sophisticated grammar that fixed the
structure of the language, probably in the fourth
century B.C.E. Then, during the reign of
Chandragupta Maurya, the text of the great epic
Mahabharata, the world’s longest poem, was estab-
lished around 300 B.C.E., although it continued to be
developed until about 100 C.E. About 200 B.C.E.
there emerged the second great Sanskrit epic, the
Ramayana, which probably took on its final form
four centuries later. Both epics incorporated mate-
rial from extant folklore.

By roughly the third century B.C.E., the
Tripitaka or Three Baskets, the Buddhist canon in the

Pali language (closely related to Sanskrit), was
fixed. It was soon to become the most influential
body of literature in the eastern half of Asia and has
remained so to the present day, especially in Chinese
and Japanese translations.

In that era the image of the social structure of
India was codified by two books. During the late
fourth century Kautilya, who is said to have been
the prime minister Chanakya, wrote the
Arthasastra, a Treatise on the Good, which was redis-
covered in 1909. Shortly thereafter came the compi-
lation of Manu’s Laws (Manusmrti). This treatise on
religious law and social obligation described in detail
a society, possibly a utopian one, in which there
were four caste blocks, the varna, each of which had
its own occupation, status, and religious duties.
This book continued to exercise an immeasurable
influence on Indian society for the next two thou-
sand years and the varna model is still a popular
image of Hindu caste society.

Around 150 C.E., there began in south India the
Tamil Sangam, an academy of poets and philoso-
phers that lasted for decades. While its history is
shrouded, it set the stage for an outpouring of medi-
eval poetry in Tamil, a Dravidian language. Some of
this work was devotional, but much was secular in
its appeal, including the first known work of Indian
women writers. The most famous example of this
poetry was the Purananuru, an anthology of four
hundred poems praising Tamil rulers. Equally im-
portant, the Kural was a collection of moral maxims
compiled by Tiruvalluvar in perhaps the third and
fourth centuries. It has been likened to a Tamil Ko-
ran. At about the same time, there was a flowering
of Sanskrit drama in the northerly parts of India. In
the fourth or fifth century lived the greatest
Sanskrit poet, Kalidasa. The best known plays that
have survived from this era are Shakuntala and The
Little Clay Cart, the former written by Kalidasa and
the latter a comedy also perhaps written by him.

During the Middle Ages, science and philosophy
flourished in Sanskrit texts. Perhaps the best
known, if the least scientific, work was the Kama
Sutra or a treatise on love by Vatsyayana, who
wrote it in a legal style of Sanskrit in about the third
century. The Middle Ages witnessed an outpouring
of religious and philosophical literature not just in
Sanskrit, which was still the prime liturgical and
scholarly language, but also in a number of regional
languages. Logic, metaphysics, devotional poetry,
and commentary developed over the centuries.

In the period 850–1330 there appeared an im-
portant new philosophical literature in Karnataka,
beginning with the Kavirajamarga. This was Jain
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A farmer leans under the burden of a harvest as it is carried to the top of a building in Zanskar Valley, Ladakh.

literature written in the medieval Kannada lan-
guage. At the end of the twelfth century Lilavati
was written by Nemichandra, the first novel in that
language. It was followed by other allegorical
novels, as well as Kesiraja’s grammar of medieval
Kannada.

Around 1020, another Dravidian literature, in
Telugu, made its debut with the grammarian Nan-
naya Bhatta and the poet Nannichoda. At about
that time the Malayalam language became differen-
tiated from Tamil. A century later the oldest known
manuscript was written in Bengali. In the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries Mukundaraj became the
first man to write poetry in Marathi.

Early in the fifteenth century two poets
brought Bengali literature into prominence:
Chandidas and Vidyapati, with the latter writing in
Sanskrit as well as Bengali. Contemporary with
them were two Telugu poets, Srinatha and Potana,
as well as the best-loved Hindi poet, Kabir (1440–
1518). Kabir wrote in a medieval regional language
closely related to Sanskrit. Although Kabir was a
low-caste Hindu, he drew inspiration from Sufism
and criticized the caste system, ritualism, and idola-
try. He was followed in 1540 by the first important
Muslim poet of India, Mohamed of Jais who wrote
the allegorical poem Padmavat in Hindi. Contempo-
rary with Kabir was one of the greatest of woman

poets, the Rajput Mirabai, who wrote in both Hindi
and Gujarati. A century before her, Manichand had
written an important historical novel in Gujarati.

In 1574 the Hindi version of the Ramayana, by
Tulsidas, appeared it was to be a forerunner of
numerous versions of the Ramayana in regional
languages.

At that time there was a strong Persian cultural
influence in some parts of the country. One ruler of
the Muslim province of Golconda (later Hyderabad)
was Mohammed Quli Qutub Shah, a poet who
wrote in both Persian and Urdu, which was a new
form of Hindi containing many Persian words and
written in an Arabic script.

In 1604, the Adi Granth, the canonical text of
the Sikh religion, was established in Punjabi. Thirty
years later there appeared, also in northwestern In-
dia, a book in Urdu prose, the Sab Ras of Vajhi. In
more southern parts of the subcontinent the middle
of the seventeenth century also saw the writing of
the Kannada poem Rajasekhara, by Sadakshara
Deva, the works of the Gujarati storyteller
Premanand (1636–1734), and the influential
Marathi poems of Tukaram (1607–1649).

With the arrival of the printing press in south
India, Tamil literature underwent a renaissance.
Arunachala Kavirayar wrote The Tragedy of Rama in
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India has the largest film industry in the world.

1728, and the Italian Jesuit Beschi wrote the Tamil
poem Tembavani in 1724 under the pen name
Viramamunivar (it was not published until 1853).
Also of interest was the eighteenth century ‘‘Indian
Pepys’’ Anandaranga Pillai, a Tamil living in the
French colony of Pondicheåry. His lengthy diary
has been published in Tamil, French, and English.
Another outstanding Tamil poet and bard was
Tyagaraja.

In the eighteenth century, there was a further
flowering of Urdu poetry by Vali, Hatim, Sauda,
Inch’a, and Nazir. By the time of Nazir, the British
hegemony in India was well established, and along
with it went the spread of regional printing presses,
the opening of the first modern universities, and the
increasing influence of European literary forms, es-
pecially in the English language. This influence is
evident even in writers who published in their na-
tive languages. Bengal in particular experienced a
great literary and intellectual renaissance in both
English and Bengali, including the novels of Bankim
Chandra Chatterji and India’s first Nobel Prize Win-
ner, the poet and dramatist Rabindranath Tagore. A
parallel literary renaissance occurred in Hindi at the
beginning of the twentieth century, with the first
novels by Premchand. Tamil also began to produce
novels with an English influence.

The twentieth century saw a continuation of
this modernization, fueled by the ease of publication
and the increasing size of the reading public. An
unexpected development during that century was
the emergence of numerous world-class and prize-
winning novelists writing in English, and often not
residing in India. Pre-eminent today are the London-
based Salman Rushdie, from Bombay, and the
Delhi-based Arundati Roy, from Kerala.

Graphic Arts. India has a multiplicity of visual
arts extending back over four thousand years. Early
painting has not survived, but urban architecture
and some small sculptures have. Most of the thou-
sands of stamp seals that have been found are mas-
terpieces of glyphic art, showing the large animals
of northwestern India in miniature relief.

The main visual arts arose in the context of
religious worship. Sanskrit handbooks still survive
stipulating the rules for the production of Hindu
religious statues, temples, and paintings. Distinctive
regional styles of temple architecture are a feature
of the landscape and a clear marker of the presence
of Islam, Sikhism, Jainism, Christianity, and
Hinduism in each part of the country. Within the
Hindu temples there is a great variety of images of
the deities, some skilfully carved in stone, some cast
in bronze or silver, and some modeled in terra-cotta
or wood.

Painting was an ancient accomplishment, al-
though the climate has not been conducive to pres-
ervation. One can still see second and third-century
wall paintings and monumental Buddhist sculp-
tures in caves in Ajanta (Madhya Pradesh).

Despite Islamic prohibitions on the representa-
tion of the human face, painting and drawing flour-
ished under the Moghul emperors. Realistic por-
traits, historical scenes, and botanical and
zoological subjects were evoked with a sensitive line
and a subtle pallet of colors during that period.

Painting in oils dates back two centuries, to the
time when the first European portrait painters be-
gan to work in India. Today there are many profes-
sional graphic artists, some inspired by old Indian
traditions and some by modern abstract expres-
sionism. Art schools, public exhibitions, and coffee-
table books are the means of reaching their public
today, while religious patronage has practically
evaporated.

Performance Arts. India has the largest film in-
dustry in the world. In 1996, 683 feature films
were certified by the Board of Censors. Although
television came to even rural India more than
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twenty years ago, the cinema remains the major
popular visual art form. In 1996, India had 12,623
cinemas, with an attendance of ninety to one hun-
dred million weekly. Radios are widespread, primar-
ily as a source of light music, but not as a major
source of information.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

India has long had government-sponsored national
research organizations for the sciences, including
the Archaeological Survey of India (1861), the Bo-
tanical Survey of India (1890), the Census of India
(1867), the Ethnological Survey of India (1901,
later the Anthropological Survey of India, 1946),
the Geological Survey of India (1851), the Indian
Forestry Service (1865), the Indian Medical Service
(1786), the Indian Council of Medical Research
(1912), the Indian Meteorological Department
(1875), the Linguistic Survey of India, and the Zoo-
logical Survey of India. The antecedent of all these
institutions was the Survey of India (1832), which
did the first scientific mapmaking of the subconti-
nent. There has been an annual Indian Science Con-
gress, a national conference, which began as the
Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science in
1876.

With independence, an overarching bureau-
cratic organization came into being, the Council of
Scientific and Industrial Research, as well as an
Atomic Energy Commission and the Tata Institute
of Fundamental Research. To avoid centralization of
these organizations in and around Delhi and
Bombay, regional institutes of technology were set
up in a number of large cities. The government also
supports four national academies: the Indian Na-
tional Science Academy in New Delhi, the Indian
Academy of Sciences in Bangalore, the National
Academy of Science in Allahabad, and the Indian
Science Congress Association in Calcutta. Other cen-
trally supported research councils include the In-
dian Council of Agricultural Research, the Indian
Council of Historical Research, the Indian Council of
Philosophical Research, the Indian Council of Social
Sciences Research, and the National Council of Edu-
cational Research and Training.
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CULTURE NAME

Indonesian

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Republic of Indonesia, the
world’s fourth most populous nation, has 203 mil-
lion people living on nearly one thousand perma-
nently settled islands. Some two-to-three hundred
ethnic groups with their own languages and dia-
lects range in population from the Javanese (about
70 million) and Sundanese (about 30 million) on
Java, to peoples numbering in the thousands on
remote islands. The nature of Indonesian national
culture is somewhat analogous to that of India—
multicultural, rooted in older societies and in-
terethnic relations, and developed in twentieth cen-
tury nationalist struggles against a European impe-
rialism that nonetheless forged that nation and
many of its institutions. The national culture is
most easily observed in cities but aspects of it now
reach into the countryside as well. Indonesia’s bor-
ders are those of the Netherlands East Indies, which
was fully formed at the beginning of the twentieth
century, though Dutch imperialism began early in
the seventeenth century. Indonesian culture has
historical roots, institutions, customs, values, and
beliefs that many of its people share, but it is also a
work in progress that is undergoing particular
stresses at the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury.

The name Indonesia, meaning Indian Islands,
was coined by an Englishman, J. R. Logan, in Ma-
laya in 1850. Derived from the Greek, Indos (India)
and nesos (island), it has parallels in Melanesia,
‘‘black islands’’; Micronesia, ‘‘small islands’’; and
Polynesia, ‘‘many islands.’’ A German geographer,
Adolf Bastian, used it in the title of his book, Indo-
nesien, in 1884, and in 1928 nationalists adopted it
as the name of their hoped-for nation.

Most islands are multiethnic, with large and
small groups forming geographical enclaves.

Towns within such enclaves include the dominant
ethnic group and some members of immigrant
groups. Large cities may consist of many ethnic
groups; some cities have a dominant majority. Re-
gions, such as West Sumatra or South Sulawesi,
have developed over centuries through the interac-
tion of geography (such as rivers, ports, plains, and
mountains), historical interaction of peoples, and
political-administrative policies. Some, such as
North Sumatra, South Sulawesi, and East Java are
ethnically mixed to varying degrees; others such as
West Sumatra, Bali, and Aceh are more homoge-
neous. Some regions, such as South Sumatra,
South Kalimantan, and South Sulawesi, share a
long-term Malayo-Muslim coastal influence that
gives them similar cultural features, from arts and
dress to political and class stratification to religion.
Upland or upriver peoples in these regions have dif-
ferent social, cultural, and religious orientations,
but may feel themselves or be perforce a part of that
region. Many such regions have become govern-
ment provinces, as are the latter three above.
Others, such as Bali, have not.

Location and Geography. Indonesia, the world’s
largest archipelago nation, is located astride the
equator in the humid tropics and extends some
2,300 miles (3,700 kilometers) east-west, about the
same as the contiguous United States. It is sur-
rounded by oceans, seas, and straits except where it
shares an island border with East Malaysia and
Brunei on Borneo (Kalimantan); with Papua New
Guinea on New Guinea; and with Timor Loro Sae on
Timor. West Malaysia lies across the Straits of
Malaka, the Philippines lies to the northeast, and
Australia lies to the south.

The archipelago’s location has played a
profound role in economic, political, cultural, and
religious developments there. For more than two
thousand years, trading ships sailed between the
great civilizations of India and China via the waters
and islands of the Indies. The islands also supplied
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spices and forest products to that trade. The alter-
nating east and west monsoon winds made the In-
dies a layover point for traders and others from
diverse nations who brought their languages, ideas
about political order, and their arts and religions.
Small and then large kingdoms grew as a result of,
and as part of, that great trade. Steamships altered
some trade patterns, but the region’s strategic loca-
tion between East and South Asia and the Middle
East remains.

Indonesia consists of all or part of some of the
world’s largest islands—Sumatra, Java, most of
Kalimantan (Borneo), Sulawesi (Celebes),
Halmahera, and the west half of New Guinea (Pap-
ua)—and numerous smaller islands, of which Bali
(just east of Java) is best known. These islands plus
some others have mountain peaks of 9,000 feet
(2,700 meters) or more, and there are some four
hundred volcanos, of which one hundred are active.
Between 1973 and 1990, for example, there were

twenty-nine recorded eruptions, some with tragic
consequences. Volcanic lava and ash contributed to
the rich soils of upland Sumatra and all of Java and
Bali, which have nurtured rice cultivation for sev-
eral thousand years.

The inner islands of Java, Madura, and Bali
make up the geographical and population center of
the archipelago. Java, one of the world’s most
densely settled places (with 2,108 people per square
mile [814 per square kilometer] in 1990), occupies
78 percent of the nation’s land area but accounts for
about 60 percent of Indonesia’s population. (About
the size of New York state, Java’s population is
equivalent to 40 percent of that of the United
States.) The outer islands, which form an arc west,
north, and east of the inner ones, have about 90
percent of the land area of the country but only
about 42 percent of the population. The cultures of
the inner islands are more homogeneous, with only
four major cultural groups: the Sundanese (in West
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Java), the Javanese (in Central and East Java), the
Madurese (on Madura and in East Java), and the
Balinese (on Bali). The outer islands have hundreds
of ethnolinguistic groups.

Forests of the inner islands, once plentiful, are
now largely gone. Kalimantan, West Papua, and
Sumatra still have rich jungles, though these are
threatened by population expansion and exploita-
tion by loggers for domestic timber use and export.
Land beneath the jungles is not fertile. Some eastern
islands, such as Sulawesi and the Lesser Sundas (the
island chain east of Bali), also have lost forests.

Two types of agriculture are predominant in In-
donesia: permanent irrigated rice farming (sawah)
and rotating swidden or slash-and-burn (ladang)
farming of rice, corn, and other crops. The former
dominates Java, Bali, and the highlands all along the
western coast of Sumatra; the latter is found in other
parts of Sumatra and other outer islands, but not
exclusively so. Fixed rain-fed fields of rice are promi-
nent in Sulawesi and some other places. Many areas
are rich in vegetables, tropical fruit, sago, and other
cultivated or forest crops, and commercial planta-
tions of coffee, tea, tobacco, coconuts, and sugar are
found in both inner and outer islands. Plantation-
grown products such as rubber, palm oil, and sisal
are prominent in Sumatra, while coffee, sugar, and
tea are prominent in Java. Spices such as cloves,
nutmeg, and pepper are grown mainly in the outer
islands, especially to the east. Maluku (formerly the
Moluccas) gained its appellation the ‘‘Spice Islands’’
from the importance of trade in these items. Gold,
tin, and nickel are mined in Sumatra, Bangka,
Kalimantan, Sulawesi, and Papua for domestic and
international markets, and oil and liquified natural
gas (especially from Sumatra) are important exports.
Numerous rivers flowing from mountainous or
jungle interiors to coastal plains and ports have car-
ried farm and forest products for centuries and have
been channels for cultural communication.

Demography. Indonesia’s population increased
from 119,208,000 in 1971 to 147,500,000 in
1980, to 179,300,000 in 1990, and to 203,456,000
in 2000. In the meantime the fertility rate declined
from 4.6 per thousand women to 3.3; the crude
death rate fell at a rate of 2.3 percent per year; and
infant mortality declined from 90.3 per thousand
live births to 58. The fertility rate was projected to
fall to 2.1 percent within another decade, but the
total population was predicted to reach
253,700,000 by 2020. As of the middle of the twen-
tieth century, Indonesia’s population was largely
rural, but at the beginning of the twenty-first cen-

tury, about 20 percent live in towns and cities and
three of five people farm.

Cities in both inner and outer islands have
grown rapidly, and there are now twenty-six cities
with populations over 200,000. As in many devel-
oping countries, Indonesia’s population is still a
young one. The above patterns are national, but
there are ethnic and regional variations. Population
has grown at different rates in different areas owing
to such factors as economic conditions and standard
of living, nutrition, availability and effectiveness of
public health and family planning programs, and
cultural values and practices.

Migration also plays a part in population fluc-
tuations. Increased permanent or seasonal migra-
tion to cities accompanied economic development
during the 1980s and 1990s, but there is also signif-
icant migration between rural areas as people leave
places such as South Sulawesi for more productive
work or farm opportunities in Central Sumatra or
East Kalimantan.

Linguistic Affiliation. Nearly all of Indonesia’s
three hundred to four hundred languages are
subgroups of the Austronesian family that extends
from Malaysia through the Philippines, north to
several hill peoples of Vietnam and Taiwan, and to
Polynesia, including Hawaiian and Maori (of New
Zealand) peoples. Indonesia’s languages are not
mutually intelligible, though some subgroups are
more similar than others (as Europe’s Romance lan-
guages are closer to each other than to Germanic
ones, though both are of the Indo-European fam-
ily). Some language subgroups have sub-
subgroups, also not mutually intelligible, and
many have local dialects. Two languages—one in
north Halmahera, one in West Timor—are non-
Austronesian and, like Basque in Europe, are not
related to other known languages. Also, the very
numerous languages of Papua are non-
Austronesian.

Most people’s first language is a local one. In
1923, however, the Malay language (now known
as Bahasa Malaysia in Malaysia where it is the offi-
cial language) was adopted as the national language
at a congress of Indonesian nationalists, though
only a small minority living in Sumatra along the
Straits of Malaka spoke it as their native language.
Nevertheless, it made sense for two reasons.

First, Malay had long been a commercial and
governmental lingua franca that bound diverse peo-
ples. Ethnically diverse traders and local peoples used
Malay in ports and hinterlands in its grammatically
simplified form known as ‘‘market Malay.’’ Colonial
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A row of tongkona houses in the Toraja village of Palawa. The buffalo horns tied to the poles supporting the massive gable of
these houses are a sign of wealth and reputation.

governments in British Malaya and the Netherlands
Indies used high Malay in official documents and
negotiations and Christian missionaries first trans-
lated the Bible into that language.

Second, nationalists from various parts of the
archipelago saw the value of a national language
not associated with the largest group, the Javanese.
Bahasa Indonesia is now the language of govern-
ment, schools, courts, print and electronic media,
literary arts and movies, and interethnic communi-
cation. It is increasingly important for young peo-
ple, and has a youth slang. In homes, a native lan-
guage of the family is often spoken, with
Indonesian used outside the home in multiethnic
areas. (In more monolingual areas of Java, Javanese
also serves outside the home.) Native languages are
not used for instruction beyond the third grade in
some rural areas. Native language literatures are no
longer found as they were in colonial times. Many
people lament the weakening of native languages,
which are rich links to indigenous cultures, and fear
their loss to modernization, but little is done to
maintain them. The old and small generation of
well-educated Indonesians who spoke Dutch is
passing away. Dutch is not known by most young
and middle-aged people, including students and
teachers of history who cannot read much of the

documentary history of the archipelago. English is
the official second language taught in schools and
universities with varying degrees of success.

Symbolism. The national motto, Bhinneka Tunggal
Ika, is an old Javanese expression usually translated
as ‘‘unity in diversity.’’ The nation’s official ideol-
ogy, first formulated by President Sukarno in 1945,
is the Pancasila, or Five Principles: belief in one su-
preme God; just and civilized humanitarianism; In-
donesian unity; popular sovereignty governed by
wise policies arrived at through deliberation and
representation; and social justice for all Indonesian
people. Indonesia was defined from the beginning as
the inheritor of the Netherlands East Indies. Though
West Papua remained under the Dutch until 1962,
Indonesia conducted a successful international cam-
paign to secure it. Indonesia’s occupation of the
former Portuguese East Timor in 1975, never recog-
nized by the United Nations, conflicted with this
founding notion of the nation. After two decades of
bitter struggle there, Indonesia withdrew.

Since 1950 the national anthem and other
songs have been sung by children throughout the
country to begin the school day; by civil servants at
flag-raising ceremonies; over the radio to begin and
close broadcasting; in cinemas and on television;
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and at national day celebrations. Radio and televi-
sion, government owned and controlled for much
of the second half of the twentieth century, pro-
duced nationalizing programs as diverse as Indone-
sian language lessons, regional and ethnic dances
and songs, and plays on national themes. Officially
recognized ‘‘national heroes’’ from diverse regions
are honored in school texts, and biographies and
with statues for their struggles against the Dutch;
some regions monumentalize local heros of their
own.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Though the Republic of
Indonesia is only fifty years old, Indonesian societies
have a long history during which local and wider
cultures were formed.

About 200 C.E., small states that were deeply
influenced by Indian civilization began to develop in
Southeast Asia, primarily at estuaries of major riv-
ers. The next five hundred to one thousand years
saw great states arise with magnificent architec-
ture. Hinduism and Buddhism, writing systems,
notions of divine kingship, and legal systems from
India were adapted to local scenes. Sanskrit terms
entered many of the languages of Indonesia.
Hinduism influenced cultures throughout South-
east Asia, but only one people are Hindu, the
Balinese.

Indianized states declined about 1400 C.E. with
the arrival of Muslim traders and teachers from
India, Yemen, and Persia, and then Europeans from
Portugal, Spain, Holland, and Britain. All came to
join the great trade with India and China. Over the
next two centuries local princedoms traded, allied,
and fought with Europeans, and the Dutch East
India Company became a small state engaging in
local battles and alliances to secure trade. The Dutch
East India Company was powerful until 1799 when
the company went bankrupt. In the nineteenth cen-
tury the Dutch formed the Netherlands Indies gov-
ernment, which developed alliances with rulers in
the archipelago. Only at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century did the Netherlands Indies govern-
ment extend its authority by military means to all
of present Indonesia.

Sporadic nineteenth century revolts against
Dutch practices occurred mainly in Java, but it was
in the early twentieth century that Indonesian intel-
lectual and religious leaders began to seek national
independence. In 1942 the Japanese occupied the
Indies, defeating the colonial army and imprisoning
the Dutch under harsh conditions.

On 17 August 1945, following Japan’s defeat in
World War II, Indonesian nationalists led by
Sukarno and Mohammad Hatta declared Indone-
sian independence. The Dutch did not accept and for
five years fought the new republic, mainly in Java.
Indonesian independence was established in 1950.

National Identity. Indonesia’s size and ethnic di-
versity has made national identity problematic and
debated. Identity is defined at many levels: by Indo-
nesian citizenship; by recognition of the flag, na-
tional anthem, and certain other songs; by recogni-
tion of national holidays; and by education about
Indonesia’s history and the Five Principles on which
the nation is based. Much of this is instilled through
the schools and the media, both of which have been
closely regulated by the government during most of
the years of independence. The nation’s history has
been focused upon resistance to colonialism and
communism by national heroes and leaders who are
enshrined in street names. Glories of past civiliza-
tions are recognized, though archaeological remains
are mainly of Javanese principalities.

Ethnic Relations. Ethnic relations in the archipel-
ago have long been a concern. Indonesian leaders
recognized the possibility of ethnic and regional
separatism from the beginning of the republic. War
was waged by the central government against sepa-
ratism in Aceh, other parts of Sumatra, and
Sulawesi in the 1950s and early 1960s, and the
nation was held together by military force.

The relationships between native Indonesians
and overseas Chinese have been greatly influenced
by Dutch and Indonesian government policies. The
Chinese number about four to six million, or 3 per-
cent of the population, but are said to control as
much as 60 percent of the nation’s wealth. The
Chinese traded and resided in the islands for centu-
ries, but in the nineteenth century the Dutch
brought in many more of them to work on planta-
tions or in mines. The Dutch also established a so-
cial, economic, and legal stratification system that
separated Europeans, foreign Asiatics and Indo-Eu-
ropeans, and Native Indonesians, partly to protect
native Indonesians so that their land could not be
lost to outsiders. The Chinese had little incentive to
assimilate to local societies, which in turn had no
interest in accepting them.

Even naturalized Chinese citizens faced restric-
tive regulations, despite cozy business relationships
between Chinese leaders and Indonesian officers and
bureaucrats. Periodic violence directed toward Chi-
nese persons and property also occurred. In the
colonial social system, mixed marriages between
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Chinese men and indigenous women produced half-
castes (peranakan), who had their own organiza-
tions, dress, and art forms, and even newspapers.
The same was true for people of mixed Indonesian-
European descent (called Indos, for short).

Ethnolinguistic groups reside mainly in defined
areas where most people share much of the same
culture and language, especially in rural areas. Ex-
ceptions are found along borders between groups,
in places where other groups have moved in volun-
tarily or as part of transmigration programs, and in
cities. Such areas are few in Java, for example, but
more common in parts of Sumatra.

Religious and ethnic differences may be related.
Indonesia has the largest Muslim population of any
country in the world, and many ethnic groups are
exclusively Muslim. Dutch policy allowed prose-
lytization by Protestants and Catholics among sep-
arate groups who followed traditional religions;
thus today many ethnic groups are exclusively
Protestant or Roman Catholic. They are heavily rep-
resented among upriver or upland peoples in North
Sumatra, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Maluku, and the
eastern Lesser Sundas, though many Christians are
also found in Java and among the Chinese. Tensions
arise when groups of one religion migrate to a place
with a different established religion. Political and
economic power becomes linked to both ethnicity
and religion as groups favor their own kinsmen and
ethnic mates for jobs and other benefits.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Javanese princes long used monuments and archi-
tecture to magnify their glory, provide a physical
focus for their earthly kingdoms, and link them-
selves to the supernatural. In the seventeenth
through nineteenth centuries the Dutch reinforced
the position of indigenous princes through whom
they ruled by building them stately palaces. Palace
architecture over time combined Hindu, Muslim,
indigenous, and European elements and symbols in
varying degrees depending upon the local situation,
which can still be seen in palaces at Yogyakarta and
Surakarta in Java or in Medan, North Sumatra.

Dutch colonial architecture combined Roman
imperial elements with adaptations to tropical
weather and indigenous architecture. The Dutch
fort and early buildings of Jakarta have been re-
stored. Under President Sukarno a series of statues
were built around Jakarta, mainly glorifying the
people; later, the National Monument, the Libera-
tion of West Irian (Papua) Monument, and the great

Istiqlal Mosque were erected to express the link to a
Hindu past, the culmination of Indonesia’s indepen-
dence, and the place of Islam in the nation. Statues
to national heroes are found in regional cities.

Residential architecture for different urban so-
cioeconomic groups was built on models developed
by the colonial government and used throughout
the Indies. It combined Dutch elements (high-
pitched tile roofs) with porches, open kitchens, and
servants quarters suited to the climate and social
system. Wood predominated in early urban archi-
tecture, but stone became dominant by the twenti-
eth century. Older residential areas in Jakarta, such
as Menteng near Hotel Indonesia, reflect urban ar-
chitecture that developed in the 1920s and 1930s.
After 1950, new residential areas continued to de-
velop to the south of the city, many with elaborate
homes and shopping centers.

The majority of people in many cities live in
small stone and wood or bamboo homes in crowded
urban villages or compounds with poor access to
clean water and adequate waste disposal. Houses
are often tightly squeezed together, particularly in
Java’s large cities. Cities that have less pressure
from rural migrants, such as Padang in West
Sumatra and Manado in North Sulawesi, have been
able to better manage their growth.

Traditional houses, which are built in a single
style according to customary canons of particular
ethnic groups, have been markers of ethnicity. Such
houses exist in varying degrees of purity in rural
areas, and some aspects of them are used in such
urban architecture as government buildings, banks,
markets and homes.

Traditional houses in many rural villages are
declining in numbers. The Dutch and Indonesian
governments encouraged people to build ‘‘modern’’
houses, rectangular structures with windows. In
some rural areas, however, such as West Sumatra,
restored or new traditional houses are built by suc-
cessful urban migrants to display their success. In
other rural areas people display status by building
modern houses of stone and tile, with precious glass
windows. In the cities, old colonial homes are reno-
vated by prosperous owners who put newer con-
temporary-style fronts on the houses. The roman
columns favored in Dutch public buildings are now
popular for private homes.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Indonesian cuisine reflects re-
gional, ethnic, Chinese, Middle Eastern, Indian, and
Western influences, and daily food quality, quan-
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Women carry towering baskets of fruit on their heads for a temple festival in Bali.

tity, and diversity vary greatly by socioeconomic
class, season, and ecological conditions. Rice is a
staple element in most regional cooking and the
center of general Indonesian cuisine. (Government
employees receive monthly rice rations in addition
to salaries.) Side dishes of meat, fish, eggs, and vege-
tables and a variety of condiments and sauces using
chili peppers and other spices accompany rice. The
cuisine of Java and Bali has the greatest variety,
while that of the Batak has much less, even in afflu-
ent homes, and is marked by more rice and fewer
side dishes. And rice is not the staple everywhere: in
Maluku and parts of Sulawesi it is sago, and in West
Timor it is maize (corn), with rice consumed only
for ceremonial occasions. Among the Rotinese, palm
sugar is fundamental to the diet.

Indonesia is an island nation, but fish plays a
relatively small part in the diets of the many people
who live in the mountainous interiors, though im-
proved transportation makes more salted fish avail-
able to them. Refrigeration is still rare, daily mar-
kets predominate, and the availability of food may
depend primarily upon local produce. Indonesia is
rich in tropical fruit, but many areas have few fruit
trees and little capacity for timely transportation of
fruit. Cities provide the greatest variety of food and
types of markets, including modern supermarkets;
rural areas much less so. In cities, prosperous people

have access to great variety while the poor have
very limited diets, with rice predominant and meat
uncommon. Some poor rural regions experience
what people call ‘‘ordinary hunger’’ each year be-
fore the corn and rice harvest.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. The
most striking ceremonial occasion is the Muslim
month of fasting, Ramadan. Even less-observant
Muslims fast seriously from sunup to sundown
despite the tropical heat. Each night during
Ramadan, fine celebratory meals are held. The
month ends with Idul Fitri, a national holiday when
family, friends, neighbors, and work associates visit
each other’s homes to share food treats (including
visits by non-Muslims to Muslim homes).

In traditional ritual, special food is served to the
spirits or the deceased and eaten by the participants.
The ubiquitous Javanese ritual, selamatan, is
marked by a meal between the celebrants and is held
at all sorts of events, from life-cycle rituals to the
blessing of new things entering a village. Life-cycle
events, particularly marriages and funerals, are the
main occasions for ceremonies in both rural and
urban areas, and each has religious and secular as-
pects. Elaborate food service and symbolism are fea-
tures of such events, but the content varies greatly
in different ethnic groups. Among the Meto of
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Timor, for example, such events must have meat
and rice (sisi-maka’), with men cooking the former
and women the latter. Elaborate funerals involve
drinking a mixture of pork fat and blood that is not
part of the daily diet and that may be unappetizing
to many participants who nonetheless follow tradi-
tion. At such events, Muslim guests are fed at sepa-
rate kitchens and tables.

In most parts of Indonesia the ability to serve an
elaborate meal to many guests is a mark of hospi-
tality, capability, resources, and status of family or
clan whether for a highland Toraja buffalo sacrifice
at a funeral or for a Javanese marriage reception in a
five-star hotel in Jakarta. Among some peoples,
such as the Batak and Toraja, portions of animals
slaughtered for such events are important gifts for
those who attend, and the part of the animal that
is selected symbolically marks the status of the
recipient.

Basic Economy. About 60 percent of the popula-
tion are farmers who produce subsistence and mar-
ket-oriented crops such as rice, vegetables, fruit, tea,
coffee, sugar, and spices. Large plantations are de-
voted to oil palm, rubber, sugar, and sisel for do-
mestic use and export, though in some areas rubber
trees are owned and tapped by farmers. Common
farm animals are cattle, water buffalo, horses,
chickens, and, in non-Muslim areas, pigs. Both
freshwater and ocean fishing are important to vil-
lage and national economies. Timber and processed
wood, especially in Kalimantan and Sumatra, are
important for both domestic consumption and ex-
port, while oil, natural gas, tin, copper, aluminum,
and gold are exploited mainly for export. In colonial
times, Indonesia was characterized as having a
‘‘dual economy.’’ One part was oriented to agricul-
ture and small crafts for domestic consumption and
was largely conducted by native Indonesians; the
other part was export-oriented plantation agricul-
ture and mining (and the service industries support-
ing them), and was dominated by the Dutch and
other Europeans and by the Chinese. Though Indo-
nesians are now important in both aspects of the
economy and the Dutch/European role is no longer
so direct, many features of that dual economy re-
main, and along with it are continuing ethnic and
social dissatisfactions that arise from it.

One important aspect of change during
Suharto’s ‘‘New Order’’ regime (1968–1998) was
the rapid urbanization and industrial production on
Java, where the production of goods for domestic
use and export expanded greatly. The previous im-
balance in production between Java and the Outer
Islands is changing, and the island now plays an

economic role in the nation more in proportion to
its population. Though economic development be-
tween 1968 and 1997 aided most people, the dispar-
ity between rich and poor and between urban and
rural areas widened, again particularly on Java. The
severe economic downturn in the nation and the
region after 1997, and the political instability with
the fall of Suharto, drastically reduced foreign in-
vestment in Indonesia, and the lower and middle
classes, particularly in the cities, suffered most from
this recession.

Land Tenure and Property. The colonial govern-
ment recognized traditional rights of indigenous
peoples to land and property and established
semicodified ‘‘customary law’’ to this end. In many
areas of Indonesia longstanding rights to land are
held by groups such as clans, communities, or kin
groups. Individuals and families use but do not own
land. Boundaries of communally held land may be
fluid, and conflicts over usage are usually settled by
village authorities, though some disputes may
reach government officials or courts. In cities and
some rural areas of Java, European law of owner-
ship was established. Since Indonesian independence
various sorts of ‘‘land reform’’ have been called for
and have met political resistance. During Suharto’s
regime, powerful economic and political groups and
individuals obtained land by quasi-legal means and
through some force in the name of ‘‘development,’’
but serving their monied interest in land for timber,
agro-business, and animal husbandry; business lo-
cations, hotels, and resorts; and residential and fac-
tory expansion. Such land was often obtained with
minimal compensation to previous owners or occu-
pants who had little legal recourse. The same was
done by government and public corporations for
large-scale projects such as dams and reservoirs, in-
dustrial parks, and highways. Particularly vulnera-
ble were remote peoples (and animals) in forested
areas where timber export concessions were granted
to powerful individuals.

Commercial Activities. For centuries, commerce
has been conducted between the many islands and
beyond the present national borders by traders for
various local and foreign ethnic groups. Some in-
digenous peoples such as the Minangkabau, Bugis,
and Makassarese are well-known traders, as are the
Chinese. Bugis sailing ships, which are built entirely
by hand and range in size from 30 to 150 tons (27
to 136 metric tons), still carry goods to many parts
of the nation. Trade between lowlands and high-
lands and coasts and inland areas is handled by these
and other small traders in complex market systems
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Women carrying firewood in Flores. In Indonesia, men and women share many aspects of village agriculture.

involving hundreds of thousands of men and
women traders and various forms of transport,
from human shoulders, horses, carts, and bicycles,
to minivans, trucks, buses, and boats. Islam spread
along such market networks, and Muslim traders
are prominent in small-scale trade everywhere.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the
Dutch used the Chinese to link rural farms and
plantations of native Indonesians to small-town
markets and these to larger towns and cities where
the Chinese and Dutch controlled large commercial
establishments, banks, and transportation. Thus
Chinese Indonesians became a major force in the
economy, controlling today an estimated 60 per-
cent of the nation’s wealth though constituting
only about 4 percent of its population. Since inde-
pendence, this has led to suppression of Chinese
ethnicity, language, education, and ceremonies by
the government and to second-class citizenship for
those who choose to become Indonesian nationals.
Periodic outbreaks of violence against the Chinese
have occurred, particularly in Java. Muslim small
traders, who felt alienated in colonial times and wel-
comed a change with independence, have been frus-
trated as New Order Indonesian business, govern-
mental, and military elites forged alliances with the
Chinese in the name of ‘‘development’’ and to their
financial benefit.

Major Industries. Indonesia’s major industries in-
volve agro-business, resource extraction and ex-
port, construction, and tourism, but a small to me-
dium-sized industrial sector has developed since the
1970s, especially in Java. It serves domestic demand
for goods (from household glassware and tooth-
brushes to automobiles), and produces a wide range
of licensed items for multinational companies.
Agro-business and resource extraction, which still
supply Indonesia with much of its foreign exchange
and domestic operating funds, are primarily in the
outer islands, especially Sumatra (plantations, oil,
gas, and mines), Kalimantan (timber), and West
Papua (mining). The industrial sector has grown in
Java, particularly around Jakarta and Surabaya
and some smaller cities on the north coast.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Aristocratic states and hierar-
chically-ordered chiefdoms were features of many
Indonesian societies for the past millennium. Socie-
ties without such political systems existed, though
most had the principle of hierarchy. Hindu states
that later turned to Islam had aristocracies at the
top and peasants and slaves at the bottom of soci-
ety. Princes in their capitals concentrated secular
and spiritual power and conducted rites for their
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principalities, and they warred for subjects, booty
and land, and control of the sea trade. The Dutch
East India Company became a warring state with its
own forts, military, and navy, and it allied with and
fought indigenous states. The Netherlands Indies
government succeeded the company, and the Dutch
ruled some areas directly and other areas indirectly
via native princes. In some areas they augmented
the power of indigenous princes and widened the
gap between aristocrats and peasants. In Java, the
Dutch augmented the pomp of princes while limit-
ing their authority responsibility; and in other
areas, such as East Sumatra, the Dutch created prin-
cipalities and princely lines for their own economic
and political benefit.

In general, princes ruled over areas of their own
ethnic group, though some areas were multiethnic
in character, particularly larger ones in Java or the
port principalities in Sumatra and Kalimantan. In
the latter, Malay princes ruled over areas consisting
of a variety of ethnic groups. Stratified kingdoms
and chiefdoms were entrenched in much of Java,
the Western Lesser Sundas and parts of the Eastern
Lesser Sundas, South Sulawesi, parts of Maluku,
parts of Kalimantan, and the east and southeast
coast of Sumatra.

Members of ruling classes gained wealth and
the children of native rulers were educated in
schools that brought them in contact with their
peers from other parts of the archipelago.

Not all Indonesian societies were as socially
stratified as that of Java. Minangkabau society was
influenced by royal political patterns, but evolved
into a more egalitarian political system in its West
Sumatran homeland. The Batak of North Sumatra
developed an egalitarian political order and ethos
combining fierce clan loyalty with individuality.
Upland or upriver peoples in Sulawesi and
Kalimantan also developed more egalitarian social
orders, though they could be linked to the outside
world through tribute to coastal princes.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The aristocratic
cultures of Java and the Malay-influenced coastal
principalities were marked by ceremonial isolation
of the princes and aristocrats, tribute by peasants
and lesser lords, deference to authority by peasants,
sumptuary rules marking off classes, the mainte-
nance by aristocrats of supernaturally powerful
regalia, and high court artistic and literary cultures.
The Dutch in turn surrounded themselves with
some of the same aura and social rules in their
interaction with native peoples, especially during
the late colonial period when European women

came to the Indies and Dutch families were founded.
In Java in particular, classes were separated by the
use of different language levels, titles, and marriage
rules. Aristocratic court culture became a paragon
of refined social behavior in contrast to the rough or
crude behavior of the peasants or non-Javanese.
Indirection in communication and self-control in
public behavior became hallmarks of the refined
person, notions that spread widely in society. The
courts were also exemplary centers for the arts—
music, dance, theater, puppetry, poetry, and crafts
such as batik cloth and silverworking. The major
courts became Muslim by the seventeenth century,
but some older Hindu philosophical and artistic
practices continued to exist there or were blended
with Muslim teachings.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies a more complex society developed in Java and
some other parts of the Indies, which created a
greater demand for trained people in government
and commerce than the aristocratic classes could
provide, and education was somewhat more widely
provided. A class of urbanized government officials
and professionals developed that often imitated
styles of the earlier aristocracy. Within two decades
after independence, all principalities except the sul-
tanates of Yogyakarta and Surakarta were elimi-
nated throughout the republic. Nevertheless, be-
haviors and thought patterns instilled through
generations of indigenous princely rule—deference
to authority, paternalism, unaccountability of lead-
ers, supernaturalistic power, ostentatious displays
of wealth, rule by individuals and by force rather
than by law—continue to exert their influence in
Indonesian society.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. During 2000, Indonesia was in deep
governmental crisis and various institutions were
being redesigned. The 1945 constitution of the re-
public, however, mandates six organs of the state:
the People’s Consultative Assembly (Majelis
Permusyawaratan Rakyat, or MPR), the presidency,
the People’s Representative Council (Dewan
Perwakilan Rakyat, or DPR), the Supreme Advisory
Council (Dewan Pertimbangan Agung), the State Au-
dit Board (Badan Pemeriksa Keuangan), and the Su-
preme Court (Mahkamah Agung).

The president is elected by the MPR, which con-
sists of one thousand members from various walks
of life—farmers to businesspeople, students to sol-
diers—who meet once every five years to elect the
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president and endorse his or her coming five-year
plan. The vice president is selected by the president.

The DPR meets at least once a year and has five
hundred members: four hundred are elected from
the provinces, one hundred are selected by the mili-
tary. The DPR legislates, but its statutes must be
approved by the president. The Supreme Court can
hear cases from some three hundred subordinate
courts in the provinces but cannot impeach or rule
on the constitutionality of acts by other branches of
government.

In 1997, the nation had twenty-seven provinces
plus three special territories (Aceh, Yogyakarta, and
Jakarta) with different forms of autonomy and
their own governors. East Timor ceased to be a
province in 1998, and several others are seeking
provincial status. Governors of provinces are
appointed by the Interior Ministry and responsible
to it. Below the twenty-seven provinces are 243
districts (kabupaten) subdivided into 3,841
subdistricts (kecamatan), whose leaders are
appointed by the government. There are also fifty-
five municipalities, sixteen administrative munici-
palities, and thirty-five administrative cities with
administrations separate from the provinces of
which they are a part. At the base of government
are some sixty-five thousand urban and rural vil-
lages called either kelurahan or desa. (Leaders of the
former are appointed by the subdistrict head; the
latter are elected by the people.) Many officials
appointed at all levels during the New Order were
military (or former military) men. Provincial, dis-
trict, and subdistrict governments oversee a variety
of services; the functional offices of the government
bureaucracy (such as agriculture, forestry, or pub-
lic works), however, extend to the district level as
well and answer directly to their ministries in
Jakarta, which complicates local policy making.

Leadership and Political Officials. During the
New Order, the Golkar political party exerted full
control over ministerial appointments and was
powerfully influential in the civil service whose
members were its loyalists. Funds were channeled
locally to aid Golkar candidates, and they domi-
nated the national and regional representative bod-
ies in most parts of the country. The Muslim United
Development Party and the Indonesian Democratic
Party lacked such funds and influence and their
leaders were weak and often divided. Ordinary peo-
ple owed little to, and received little from, these
parties. After the fall of President Suharto and the
opening of the political system to many parties,
many people became involved in politics; politics,
however, mainly involves the leaders of the major

Fish drying. Both freshwater and ocean fishing are important
to village economies.

parties jockeying for alliances and influence within
the representative bodies at the national and provin-
cial levels, as well as within the president’s cabinet.

The civil and military services, dominant insti-
tutions since the republic’s founding, are built upon
colonial institutions and practices. The New Order
regime increased central government authority by
appointing heads of subdistricts and even villages.
Government service brings a salary, security, and a
pension (however modest it may be) and is highly
prized. The employees at a certain level in major
institutions as diverse as government ministries,
public corporations, schools and universities, mu-
seums, hospitals, and cooperatives are civil servants,
and such positions in the civil service are prized.
Membership carried great prestige in the past, but
that prestige diminished somewhat during the New
Order. Economic expansion made private sector
positions—especially for trained professionals—
more available, more interesting, and much more
lucrative. Neither the number of civil service posi-
tions nor salaries have grown comparably.

The interaction of ordinary people with govern-
ment officials involves deference (and often pay-
ments) upward and paternalism downward. Offi-
cials, most of whom are poorly paid, control access
to things as lucrative as a large construction con-
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tract or as modest as a permit to reside in a neigh-
borhood, all of which can cost the suppliant special
fees. International surveys have rated Indonesia
among the most corrupt nations in the world.
Much of it involves sharing the wealth between
private persons and officials, and Indonesians note
that bribes have become institutionalized. Both the
police and the judiciary are weak and subject to the
same pressures. The unbridled manipulation of con-
tracts and monopolies by Suharto family members
was a major precipitant of unrest among students
and others that brought about the president’s fall.

Social Problems and Control. At the end of the
colonial period, the secular legal system was divided
between native (mainly for areas governed indi-
rectly through princes) and government (for areas
governed directly through administrators). The
several constitutions of the republic between 1945
and 1950 validated colonial law that did not conflict
with the constitution, and established three levels of
courts: state courts, high courts (for appeal), and
the supreme court. Customary law is still recog-
nized, but native princes who were once responsible
for its management no longer exist and its position
in state courts is uncertain.

Indonesians inherited from the Dutch the no-
tion of ‘‘a state based upon law’’ (rechtsstaat in
Dutch, negara hukum in Indonesian), but implemen-
tation has been problematic and ideology tri-
umphed over law in the first decade of indepen-
dence. Pressure for economic development and
personal gain during the New Order led to a court
system blatantly subverted by money and influ-
ence. Many people became disenchanted with the
legal system, though some lawyers led the fight
against corruption and for human rights, including
the rights of those affected by various development
projects. A national human rights commission was
formed to investigate violations in East Timor and
elsewhere, but has so far had relatively little impact.

One sees the same disaffection from the police,
which were a branch of the military until the end of
the New Order. Great emphasis was placed upon
public order during the New Order, and military
and police organs were used to maintain a climate of
caution and fear among not just lawbreakers but
also among ordinary citizens, journalists,
dissidents, labor advocates, and others who were
viewed as subversive. Extrajudicial killings of al-
leged criminals and others were sponsored by the
military in some urban and rural areas, and killings
of rights activists, particularly in Atjeh, continue.
The media, now free after severe New Order con-
trols, is able to report daily on such events. In 1999–

2000, vigilante attacks against even suspected law-
breakers were becoming common in cities and some
rural areas, as was an increase in violent crime.
Compounding the climate of national disorder were
violence among refugees in West Timor, sectarian
killing between Muslims and Christians in Sulawesi
and Maluku, and separatist violence in Atjeh and
Papua; in all of which, elements of the police and
military are seen to be participating, even fo-
menting, rather than controlling.

In villages many problems are never reported to
the police but are still settled by local custom and
mutual agreement mediated by recognized leaders.
Customary settlement is frequently the only means
used, but it also may be used as a first resort before
appeal to courts or as a last resort by dissatisfied
litigants from state courts. In multiethnic areas,
disputes between members of different ethnic
groups may be settled by leaders of either or both
groups, by a court, or by feud. In many regions
with settled populations, a customary settlement is
honored over a court one, and many rural areas are
peaceful havens. Local custom is often based upon
restorative justice, and jailing miscreants may be
considered unjust since it removes them from over-
sight and control of their kinsmen and neighbors
and from working to compensate aggrieved or vic-
timized persons. Where there is great population
mobility, especially in cities, this form of social con-
trol is far less viable and, since the legal system is
ineffective, vigilantism becomes more common.

Military Activity. The Armed Forces of the Repub-
lic of Indonesia (Angkatan Bersenjata Republik Indo-
nesia, or ABRI) consist of the army (about 214,000
personnel), navy (about 40,000), air force (nearly
20,000), and, until recently, state police (almost
171,000). In addition, almost three million civilians
were trained in civil defense groups, student units,
and other security units. The premier force, the
army, was founded and commanded by members
of the Royal Netherlands Indies Army and/or the
Japanese-sponsored Motherland Defenders. Many
soldiers at first came from the latter, but many
volunteers were added after the Japanese left. Some
local militias were led by people with little military
experience, but their success in the war of indepen-
dence made them at least local heroes. The army
underwent vicissitudes after independence as for-
mer colonial officers led in transforming guerilla-
bands and provincial forces into a centralized mod-
ern army, with national command structure, edu-
cation, and training.

From its beginning the armed forces recognized
a dual function as a defense and security force and
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as a social and political one, with a territorial struc-
ture (distinct from combat commands) that paral-
leled the civilian government from province level to
district, subdistrict, and even village. General
Suharto came to power as the leader of an anticom-
munist and nationalist army, and he made the mili-
tary the major force behind the New Order. Its
security and social and political functions have in-
cluded monitoring social and political developments
at national and local levels; providing personnel for
important government departments and state en-
terprises; censoring the media and monitoring
dissidents; placing personnel in villages to learn
about local concerns and to help in development;
and filling assigned blocs in representative bodies.
The military owns or controls hundreds of busi-
nesses and state enterprises that provide about
three-quarters of its budget, hence the difficulty for
a civilian president who wishes to exert control over
it. Also, powerful military and civilian officials pro-
vide protection and patronage for Chinese business-
people in exchange for shares in profits and political
funding.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The responsibility for most formal public health
and social welfare programs rests primarily with
government and only secondarily with private and
religious organizations. From 1970 to 1990, con-
siderable investment was made in roads and in
health stations in rural and urban areas, but basic
infrastructure is still lacking in many areas. Sewage
and waste disposal are still poor in many urban
areas, and pollution affects canals and rivers, espe-
cially in newly industrializing areas such as West
Java. Welfare programs to benefit the poor are min-
imal compared to the need, and rural economic
development activities are modest compared to
those in cities. The largest and most successful ef-
fort, the national family planning program, used
both government and private institutions to consid-
erably reduce the rate of population increase in Java
and other areas. Transmigration, the organized
movement of people from rural Java to less popu-
lated outer island areas in Sumatra, Kalimantan,
Sulawesi, and West Papua, was begun by the Dutch
early in the twentieth century and is continued vig-
orously by the Indonesian government. It has led to
the agricultural development of many outer island
areas but has little eased population pressure in
Java, and it has led to ecological problems and to
ethnic and social conflicts between transmigrants
and local people.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ORGANIZATIONS

Despite government dominance in many areas of
social action, nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) have a rich history, though they often have
had limited funds, have operated under government
restraint, and have been limited in much of their
activity to urban areas. They have served in fields
such as religion, family planning, education, rural
health and mutual aid, legal aid, workers’ rights,
philanthropy, regional or ethnic interests, literature
and the arts, and ecology and conservation Muslim
and Christian organizations have been active in
community education and health care since the
early twentieth century. Foreign religious, philan-
thropic, and national and international organiza-
tions have supported welfare efforts by government
and NGOs, though most NGOs are homegrown.
The authoritarian nature of the New Order led to
tensions between the government and NGOs in
areas such as legal aid, workers’ rights, and conser-
vation, and the government sought to co-opt some
such organizations. Also, foreign support for NGOs
led to tensions between the various governments,
even cancellations of aid, when that support was
viewed as politically motivated. With the collapse of
the New Order regime and pressures for reform
since 1998, NGOs are more active in serving various
constituencies, though economic upset during the
same period has strained their resources.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Women and men
share in many aspects of village agriculture, though
plowing is more often done by men and harvest
groups composed only of women are commonly
seen. Getting the job done is primary. Gardens and
orchards may be tended by either sex, though men
are more common in orchards. Men predominate in
hunting and fishing, which may take them away
for long durations. If men seek long-term work
outside the village, women may tend to all aspects
of farming and gardening. Women are found in the
urban workforce in stores, small industries, and
markets, as well as in upscale businesses, but nearly
always in fewer numbers than men. Many elemen-
tary schoolteachers are women, but teachers in sec-
ondary schools and colleges and universities are
more frequently men, even though the numbers of
male and female students may be similar. Men pre-
dominate at all levels of government, central and
regional, though women are found in a variety of
positions and there has been a woman cabinet min-
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A woman serves food at a market stand. Urban Indonesian
women often find work in markets.

ister. The vice president, Megawati Sukarnoputri, a
woman, was a candidate for president, though her
reputation derives mainly from her father,
Sukarno, the first president. She was opposed by
many Muslim leaders because of her gender, but she
had the largest popular following in the national
legislative election of 1999.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Though
Indonesia is a Muslim nation, the status of women
is generally considered to be high by outside ob-
servers, though their position and rights vary con-
siderably in different ethnic groups, even Muslim
ones. Nearly everywhere, Indonesian gender ideol-
ogy emphasizes men as community leaders, deci-
sion makers, and mediators with the outside world,
while women are the backbone of the home and
family values.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. People in Indonesia gain the status of
full adults through marriage and parenthood. In
Indonesia, one does not ask, ‘‘Is he (or she) mar-
ried?,’’ but ‘‘Is he (or she) married yet?,’’ to which
the correct response is, ‘‘Yes’’ or ‘‘Not yet.’’ Even
homosexuals are under great family pressure to
marry. Certain societies in Sumatra and eastern In-

donesia practice affinal alliance, in which marriages
are arranged between persons in particular
patrilineal clans or lineages who are related as near
or distant cross-cousins. In these societies the rela-
tionship between wife-giving and wife-taking clans
or lineages is vitally important to the structure of
society and involves lifelong obligations for the ex-
change of goods and services between kin. The
Batak are a prominent Sumatran example of such a
people. Clan membership and marriage alliances be-
tween clans are important for the Batak whether
they live in their mountain homeland or have mi-
grated to distant cities. Their marriages perpetuate
relationships between lineages or clans, though in-
dividual wishes and love between young people
may be considered by their families and kinsmen, as
may education, occupation, and wealth among ur-
banites.

In societies without lineal descent groups, love
is more prominent in leading people to marry, but
again education, occupation, or wealth in the city,
or the capacity to work hard, be a good provider,
and have access to resources in the village, are also
considered. Among the Javanese or Bugis, for ex-
ample, the higher the social status of a family, the
more likely parents and other relatives will arrange
a marriage (or veto potential relationships). In most
Indonesian societies, marriage is viewed as one im-
portant means of advancing individual or family
social status (or losing it).

Divorce and remarriage practices are diverse.
Among Muslims they are governed by Muslim law
and may be settled in Muslim courts, or as with
non-Muslims, they may be settled in the govern-
ment’s civil court. The initiation of divorce and its
settlements favors males among Muslims and also
in many traditional societies. Divorce and remar-
riage may be handled by local elders or officials
according to customary law, and terms for such
settlements may vary considerably by ethnic
group. In general, societies with strong descent
groups, such as the Batak, eschew divorce and it is
very rare. Such societies may also practice the
levirate (widows marrying brothers or cousins of
their deceased spouse). In societies without descent
groups, such as the Javanese, divorce is much more
common and can be initiated by either spouse. Re-
marriage is also easy. Javanese who are not mem-
bers of the upper class are reported to have a high
divorce rate, while divorce among upper-class and
wealthy Javanese is rarer.

Polygamy is recognized among Muslims, some
immigrant Chinese, and some traditional societies,
but not by Christians. Such marriages are probably
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few in number. Marriages between members of
different ethnic groups are also uncommon, though
they may be increasing in urban areas and among
the better educated.

Domestic Unit. The nuclear family of husband,
wife, and children is the most widespread domestic
unit, though elders and unmarried siblings may be
added to it in various societies and at various times.
This domestic unit is as common among remote
peoples as among urbanites, and is also unrelated to
the presence or absence of clans in a society. An
exception is the traditional, rural matrilineal
Minangkabau, for whom the domestic unit still
comprises coresident females around a grand-
mother (or mothers) with married and unmarried
daughters and sons in a large traditional house.
Husbands come only as visitors to their wife’s
hearth and bedchamber in the house. Some socie-
ties, such as the Karo of Sumatra or some Dayak of
Kalimantan, live in large (or long) houses with mul-
tiple hearths and bedchambers that belong to related
or even unrelated nuclear family units.

Inheritance. Inheritance patterns are diverse even
within single societies. Muslim inheritance favors
males over females as do the customs of many
traditional societies (an exception being matrilineal
ones where rights over land, for example, are passed
down between females). Inheritance disputes, simi-
lar to divorces, may be handled in Muslim courts,
civil courts, or customary village ways. Custom
generally favors males, but actual practice often
gives females inheritances. In many societies, there
is a distinction between property that is inherited or
acquired; the former is passed on in clan or family
lines, the latter goes to the children or the spouse of
the deceased. Such a division may also be recognized
at divorce. In many areas land is communal prop-
erty of a kin or local group, while household goods,
personal items, or productive equipment are famil-
ial or individual inheritable property. In some places
economic trees, such as rubber, may be personally
owned, while rice land is communally held. With
changing economic conditions, newer ideas about
property, and increasing demand for money, the
rules and practices regarding inheritance are chang-
ing, which can produce conflicts that a poorly orga-
nized legal system and weakened customary leaders
cannot easily manage.

Kin Groups. Many of Indonesia’s ethnic groups
have strong kinship groupings based upon
patrilineal, matrilineal, or bilateral descent. Such
peoples are primarily in Sumatra, Kalimantan,
Maluku, Sulawesi, and the Eastern Lesser Sundas.

Patrilineal descent is most common, though matri-
liny is found in a few societies, such as the
Minangkabau of West Sumatra and southern Tetun
of West Timor. Some societies in Kalimantan and
Sulawesi, as well as the Javanese, have bilateral
kinship systems.

Kinship is a primordial loyalty throughout In-
donesia. Fulfilling obligations to kin can be onerous,
but provides vital support in various aspects of life.
Government or other organizations do not provide
social security, unemployment insurance, old age
care, or legal aid. Family, extended kinship, and clan
do provide such help, as do patron-client relation-
ships and alliances between peers. Correlated with
these important roles of family and kin are practices
of familial and ethnic patrimonialism, nepotism,
patronage, and paternalism in private sectors and
government service.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. In the government
education system, generally, quantity has prevailed
over quality. Facilities remain poorly equipped and
salaries remain so low that many teachers must
take additional jobs to support their families.

Higher Education. The colonial government
greatly limited education in Dutch and the vernacu-
lars, and people were primarily trained for civil ser-
vice and industrial and health professions. At the
time of independence in 1950, the republic had few
schools or university faculties. Mass education be-
came a major government priority for the next five
decades. Today many Indonesians have earned ad-
vanced degrees abroad and most have returned to
serve their country. In this effort the government
has received considerable support from the World
Bank, United Nation agencies, foreign govern-
ments, and private foundations. Increasingly, bet-
ter-educated people serve at all levels in national and
regional governments, and the private sector has
benefitted greatly from these educational efforts.
Private Muslim and Christian elementary and sec-
ondary schools, universities and institutes, which
are found in major cities and the countryside, com-
bine secular subjects and religious education.

Higher education has suffered from a lecture-
based system, poor laboratories, a shortage of ade-
quate textbooks in Indonesian, and a poor level of
English-language proficiency, which keeps many
students from using such foreign textbooks as are
available. Research in universities is limited and
mainly serves government projects or private enter-
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prise and allows researchers to supplement their
salaries.

From the late 1970s through the l990s, private
schools and universities increased in number and
quality and served diverse students (including Chi-
nese Indonesians who were not accepted at govern-
ment universities). Many of these institutions’
courses are taught in afternoons and evenings by
faculty members from government universities
who are well paid for their efforts.

The colonial government limited education to
an amount needed to fill positions in the civil service
and society of the time. Indonesian mass education,
with a different philosophy, has had the effect of
producing more graduates than there are jobs
available, even in strong economic times. Unrest
has occurred among masses of job applicants who
seek to remain in cities but do not find positions
commensurate with their view of themselves as
graduates.

Students have been political activists from the
1920s to the present. The New Order regime made
great efforts to expand educational opportunities
while also influencing the curriculum, controlling
student activities, and appointing pliant faculty
members to administrative positions. New cam-
puses of the University of Indonesia near Jakarta,
and Hasanuddin University near Makassar, for ex-
ample, were built far from their previous locations
at the center of these cities, to curb mobilization and
marching.

ETIQUETTE

When riding a Jakarta bus, struggling in post-office
crowds, or getting into a football match, one may
think that Indonesians have only a push-and-shove
etiquette. And in a pedicab or the market, bar-
gaining always delays action. Children may repeat-
edly shout ‘‘Belanda, Belanda’’ (white Westerner) at
a European, or youths shout, ‘‘Hey, Mister.’’ In
some places a young woman walking or biking
alone is subject to harassment by young males. But
public behavior contrasts sharply with private eti-
quette. In an Indonesian home, one joins in quiet
speech and enjoys humorous banter and frequent
laughs. People sit properly with feet on the floor and
uncrossed legs while guests, men, and elders are
given the best seating and deference. Strong emo-
tions and rapid or abrupt movements of face, arms,
or body are avoided before guests. Drinks and
snacks must be served, but not immediately, and
when served, guests must wait to be invited to
drink. Patience is rewarded, displays of greed are

avoided, and one may be offered a sumptuous meal
by a host who asks pardon for its inadequacy.

Whether serving tea to guests, passing money
after bargaining in the marketplace, or paying a
clerk for stamps at the post office, only the right
hand is used to give or receive, following Muslim
custom. (The left hand is reserved for toilet func-
tions.) Guests are served with a slight bow, and
elders are passed by juniors with a bow. Hand-
shakes are appropriate between men, but with a
soft touch (and between Muslims with the hand
then lightly touching the heart). Until one has a
truly intimate relationship with another, negative
feelings such as jealousy, envy, sadness, and anger
should be hidden from that person. Confrontations
should be met with smiles and quiet demeanor, and
direct eye contact should be avoided, especially with
social superiors. Punctuality is not prized—
Indonesians speak of ‘‘rubber time’’—and can be
considered impolite. Good guidebooks warn, how-
ever, that Indonesians may expect Westerners to be
on time! In public, opposite sexes are rarely seen
holding hands (except perhaps in a Jakarta mall),
while male or female friends of the same sex do hold
hands.

Neatness in grooming is prized, whether on a
crowded hot bus or at a festival. Civil servants wear
neat uniforms to work, as do schoolchildren and
teachers.

The Javanese emphasize the distinction between
refined (halus) and crude (kasar) behavior, and
young children who have not yet learned refined
behavior in speech, demeanor, attitude, and general
behavior are considered ‘‘not yet Javanese.’’ This
distinction may be extended to other peoples whose
culturally correct behavior is not deemed appropri-
ate by the Javanese. The Batak, for example, may be
considered crude because they generally value di-
rectness in speech and demeanor and can be argu-
mentative in interpersonal relationships. And a
Batak man’s wife is deemed to be a wife to his male
siblings (though not in a sexual way), which a
Javanese wife might not accept. Bugis do not re-
spect persons who smile and withdraw in the face of
challenges, as the Javanese tend to do; they respect
those who defend their honor even violently, espe-
cially the honor of their women. Thus conflict be-
tween the Javanese and others over issues of eti-
quette and behavior is possible. A Javanese wife of a
Batak man may not react kindly to his visiting
brother expecting to be served and to have his
laundry done without thanks; a young Javanese
may smile and greet politely a young Bugis girl,
which can draw the ire (and perhaps knife) of her
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brother or cousin; a Batak civil servant may dress
down his Javanese subordinate publicly (in which
case both the Batak and the Javanese lose face in the
eyes of the Javanese). Batak who migrate to cities in
Java organize evening lessons to instruct newcom-
ers in proper behavior with the majority Javanese
and Sundanese with whom they will live and work.
Potential for interethnic conflict has increased over
the past decades as more people from Java are
transmigrated to outer islands, and more people
from the outer islands move to Java.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Indonesia has the largest Mus-
lim population of any nation, and in 1990 the pop-
ulation was reported to be 87 percent Muslim.
There is a well-educated and influential Christian
minority (about 9.6 percent of the population in
1990), with about twice as many Protestants as
Catholics. The Balinese still follow a form of
Hinduism. Mystical cults are well established
among the Javanese elite and middle class, and
members of many ethnic groups still follow tradi-
tional belief systems. Officially the government rec-
ognizes religion (agama) to include Islam, Chris-
tianity, Hinduism, and Buddhism, while other belief
systems are called just that, beliefs (kepercayaan).
Those who hold beliefs are subject to conversion;
followers of religion are not. Belief in ancestral
spirits, spirits of diverse sorts of places, and power-
ful relics are found among both peasants and edu-
cated people and among many followers of the
world religions; witchcraft and sorcery also have
their believers and practitioners. The colonial regime
had an uneasy relationship with Islam, as has the
Indonesian government. The first of the Five Princi-
ples extols God (Tuhan), but not Allah by name.
Dissidents have wanted to make Indonesia a Mus-
lim state, but they have not prevailed.

The Javanese are predominantly Muslim,
though many are Catholic or Protestant, and many
Chinese in Java and elsewhere are Christian, mainly
Protestant. The Javanese are noted for a less strict
adherence to Islam and a greater orientation to Ja-
vanese religion, a mixture of Islam and previous
Hindu and animist beliefs. The Sundanese of West
Java, by contrast, are ardently Muslim. Other noted
Muslim peoples are the Acehnese of North Sumatra,
the first Indonesians to become Muslim; the
Minangkabau, despite their matriliny; the Banjarese
of South Kalimantan; the Bugis and Makassarese of
South Sulawesi; the Sumbawans of the Lesser
Sunda Islands; and the people of Ternate and Tidor
in Maluku.

The Dutch sought to avoid European-style con-
flict between Protestants and Catholics by assigning
particular regions for conversion by each of them.
Thus today the Batak of Sumatra, the Dayak of
Kalimantan, the Toraja and Menadonese of
Sulawesi, and the Ambonese of Maluku are Protes-
tant; the peoples of Flores and the Tetun of West
Timor are Catholic.

Religious Practitioners. Islam in Indonesia is of
the Sunni variety, with little hierarchical leadership.
Two major Muslim organizations, Nahdatul Ulama
(NU) and Muhammadiyah, both founded in Java,
have played an important role in education, the
nationalist struggle, and politics after independence.
The New Order regime allowed only one major
Muslim political group, which had little power; but
after the fall of President Suharto, many parties
(Muslim and others) emerged, and these two orga-
nizations continued to play an important role in the
elections. The leader of NU, Abdurrahman Wahid
(whose grandfather founded it), campaigned suc-
cessfully and became the country’s president; an
opponent, Amien Rais, head of Muhammadiyah,
became speaker of the DPR. During this time of
transition, forces of tolerance are being challenged
by those who have wanted Indonesia to be a Mus-
lim state. The outcome of that conflict is uncertain.

Muslim-Christian relations have been tense
since colonial times. The Dutch government did not
proselytize, but it allowed Christian missions to
convert freely among non-Muslims. When Chris-
tians and Muslims were segregated on different is-
lands or in different regions, relations were amica-
ble. Since the 1970s, however, great movements of
people—especially Muslims from Java, Sulawesi,
and parts of Maluku into previously Christian areas
in Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Maluku, and West Pap-
ua—has led to changes in religious demography
and imbalances in economic, ethnic, and political
power. The end of the New Order regime has led to
an uncapping of tensions and great violence in
places such as Ambon (capital of the Maluku prov-
ince), other Maluku islands, and Sulawesi. A loss of
authority by commanders over Muslim and Chris-
tian troops in the outer islands is playing a part.
Christians generally have kept to themselves and
avoided national politics. They lack mass organiza-
tions or leaders comparable to Muslim ones, but
disproportionate numbers of Christians have held
important civil, military, intellectual, and business
positions (a result of the Christian emphasis upon
modern education); Christian secondary schools
and universities are prominent and have educated
children of the elite (including non-Christians); and

I N D O N E S I A

1 0 5 0



Village living is often dictated by established custom and mutual agreement by recognized leaders.

two major national newspapers, Kompas and Suara
Pembaruan, were of Catholic and Protestant origin,
respectively. Some Muslims are displeased by these
facts, and Christians were historically tainted in
their eyes through association with the Dutch and
foreign missionaries and the fact that Chinese Indo-
nesians are prominent Christians.

During the New Order, those not having a reli-
gion were suspected of being Communist, so there
was a rush to conversion in many areas, including
Java, which gained many new Christians. Fol-
lowers of traditional ethnic beliefs were under pres-
sure as well. In places such as interior Kalimantan
and Sulawesi, some people and groups converted to
one of the world religions, but others sought gov-
ernment recognition for a reorganized traditional
religion through both regional and national poli-
ticking. Among the Ngaju Dayak, for instance, the
traditional belief system, Kaharingan, gained offi-
cial acceptance in the Hindu-Buddhist category,
though it is neither. People who follow traditional
beliefs and practices are often looked down upon as
primitive, irrational, and backward by urban civil
and military leaders who are Muslim or Christian—
but these groups formed new sorts of organiza-
tions, modeled on urban secular ones, to bolster
support. Such moves represent both religious and
ethnic resistance to pressure from the outside, from

neighboring Muslim or Christian groups, and from
exploitative government and military officers or
outside developers of timber and mining industries.
On Java, mystical groups, such as Subud, also lob-
bied for official recognition and protections. Their
position was stronger than that of remote peoples
because they had followers in high places, including
the president.

Rituals and Holy Places. Muslims and Christians
follow the major holidays of their faiths, and in
Makassar, for example, the same decorative lights
are left up for celebrating both Idul Fitri and Christ-
mas. National calendars list Muslim and Christian
holidays as well as Hindu-Buddhist ones. In many
places, people of one religion may acknowledge the
holidays of another religion with visits or gifts.
Mosques and churches have the same features
found elsewhere in the world, but the temples of
Bali are very special. While centers for spiritual
communication with Hindu deities, they also con-
trol the flow of water to Bali’s complex irrigation
system through their ritual calendar.

Major Muslim annual rituals are Ramadan (the
month of fasting), Idul Fitri (the end of fasting), and
the hajj (pilgrimage). Indonesia annually provides
the greatest number of pilgrims to Mecca. Smaller
pilgrimages in Indonesia may also be made to
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Workers harvest rice on a terraced paddy on the island of Bali.

graves of saints, those believed to have brought
Islam to Indonesia, Sunan Kalijaga being the most
famous.

Rituals of traditional belief systems mark life-
cycle events or involve propitiation for particular
occasions and are led by shamans, spirit mediums,
or prayer masters (male or female). Even in Muslim
and Christian areas, some people may conduct rit-
uals at birth or death that are of a traditional na-
ture, honor and feed spirits of places or graves of
ancestors, or use practitioners for sorcery or coun-
termagic. The debate over what is or is not allow-
able custom by followers of religion is frequent in
Indonesia. Among the Sa’dan Toraja of Sulawesi,
elaborate sacrifice of buffalos at funerals has be-
come part of the international tourist circuit, and
the conversion of local custom to tourist attractions
can be seen in other parts of Indonesia, such as on
Bali or Samosir Island in North Sumatra.

Death and the Afterlife. It is widely believed that
the deceased may influence the living in various
ways, and funerals serve to ensure the proper pas-
sage of the spirit to the afterworld, though cemeter-
ies are still considered potentially dangerous dwell-
ings for ghosts. In Java the dead may be honored by
modest family ceremonies held on Thursday eve-

ning. Among Muslims, burial must occur within
twenty-four hours and be attended by Muslim offi-
ciants; Christian burial is also led by a local church
leader. The two have separate cemeteries. In Java
and other areas there may be secondary rites to
assure the well-being of the soul and to protect the
living. Funerals, like marriages, call for a rallying of
kin, neighbors, and friends, and among many eth-
nic groups social status may be expressed through
the elaborateness or simplicity of funerals. In clan-
based societies, funerals are occasions for the ex-
change of gifts between wife-giving and wife-tak-
ing groups. In such societies representatives of the
wife-giving group are usually responsible for con-
ducting the funeral and for leading the coffin to the
grave.

Funeral customs vary. Burial is most common,
except for Hindu Bali where cremation is the norm.
The Sa’dan Toraja are noted for making large
wooden effigies of the deceased, which are placed in
niches in sheer stone cliffs to guard the tombs. In the
past, the Batak made stone sarcophagi for the
prominent dead. This practice stopped with Chris-
tianization, but in recent decades, prosperous urban
Batak have built large stone sarcophagi in their
home villages to honor the dead and reestablish a
connection otherwise severed by migration.
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MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Modern public health care was begun by the Dutch
to safeguard plantation workers. It expanded to
hospitals and midwifery centers in towns and some
rural health facilities. During the New Order public
health and family planning became a priority for
rural areas and about seven thousand community
health centers and 20,500 sub-health centers were
built by 1995. In Jakarta medical faculties exist in a
number of provincial universities. Training is often
hampered by poor facilities, and medical research is
limited as teaching physicians also maintain private
practices to serve urban needs and supplement mea-
ger salaries. Physicians and government health fa-
cilities are heavily concentrated in large cities, and
private hospitals are also located there, some
founded by Christian missions or Muslim founda-
tions. Many village areas in Java, and especially
those in the outer islands, have little primary care
beyond inoculations, maternal and baby visits, and
family planning, though these have had important
impacts on health conditions.

Traditional medicine is alive throughout the ar-
chipelago. Javanese curers called dukun deal with a
variety of illnesses of physical, emotional, and spiri-
tual origin through combinations of herbal and
magical means. In north Sumatra, some ethnic
curers specialize; for example, Karo bonesetters
have many clinics. Herbal medicines and tonics
called jamu are both home blended and mass pro-
duced. Commercial brands of tonics and other medi-
cines are sold throughout the archipelago, and tonic
sellers’ vehicles can be seen in remote places.

Various forms of spiritual healing are done by
shamans, mediums, and other curers in urban and
rural areas. Many people believe that ritual or social
missteps may lead to misfortune, which includes
illness. Traditional healers diagnose the source and
deal with the problems, some using black arts.
Bugis transvestite healers serve aristocratic and
commoner households in dealing with misfortune,
often becoming possessed in order to communicate
with the source of misfortune. In Bali, doctors
trained in modern medicine may also practice spirit-
oriented healing. Accusations of sorcery and attacks
on alleged sorcerers are not uncommon in many
areas and are most liable to arise in times of social,
economic, and political unrest.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The most important national celebration is Indepen-
dence Day, 17 August, which is marked by parades
and displays in Jakarta and provincial and district

capitals. Provincial celebrations may have local cul-
tural or historical flavor. Youth are often promi-
nent. Kartini Day, 21 April, honors Indonesia’s first
female emancipationist; schools and women’s orga-
nizations hold activities that day. The military also
has its celebrations. New Year’s is celebrated 1 Jan-
uary when businesses close and local fairs with fire-
works are held in some places. Western-style dances
are held in hotels in cities. Public celebration by the
Chinese of their New Year was not allowed for dec-
ades, but this rule was lifted in 1999 and dragons
again danced in the streets. Previously it was cele-
brated only in homes, though businesses did close
and for two days the bustle of Jakarta traffic was
stilled. Local celebrations recognize foundings of cit-
ies, historical events and personages, or heroes
(some national, others regional), while others mark
special events, such as bull racing on Madura and
palace processions in Yogyakarta or Surakarta. On
Bali a lunar calendar New Year’s day is celebrated
with fasting, prayer, silence, and inactivity. All peo-
ple (including tourists) must remain indoors and
without lights on so that harmful spirits will think
Bali is empty and will leave.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. In the past in Java and Bali,
royal courts or rich persons were major patrons of
the arts. They continue their support, but other
institutions joined them. The Dutch founded the Ba-
tavia Society for the Arts and Sciences in 1778,
which established the National Museum that con-
tinues to display artifacts of the national culture.
The Dutch-founded National Archive seeks to pre-
serve the literary heritage, despite poor funding and
the hazards of tropical weather and insects. Over
the past several decades, regional cultural museums
were built using national and provincial govern-
ment funding and some foreign aid. Preservation of
art and craft traditions and objects, such as house
architecture, batik and tie-dye weaving, wood carv-
ing, silver and gold working, statuary, puppets, and
basketry, are under threat from the international
arts and crafts market, local demands for cash, and
changing indigenous values.

A college for art teachers, founded in 1947, was
incorporated in 1951 into the Technological Insti-
tute of Bandung; an Academy of Fine Arts was
established in Yogyakarta in 1950; and the Jakarta
Institute of Art Education was begun in 1968.
Academies have since been founded elsewhere; the
arts are part of various universities and teacher
training institutes; and private schools for music
and dance have been founded. Private galleries for
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painters and batik designers are legion in
Yogyakarta and Jakarta. Academies and institutes
maintain traditional arts as well as develop newer
forms of theater, music, and dance.

Literature. Indonesia’s literary legacy includes
centuries-old palm, bamboo, and other fiber manu-
scripts from several literate peoples, such as the
Malay, Javanese, Balinese, Buginese, Rejang, and
Batak. The fourteenth century Nagarakrtagama is a
lengthy poem praising King Hayam Wuruk and
describing the life and social structure of his king-
dom, Majapahit. The I La Galigo of the Bugis, which
traces the adventures of their culture hero,
Sawerigading, is one of the world’s longest epic
poems.

In colonial times some literature was published
in regional languages, the most being in Javanese,
but this was stopped after Indonesian independence.
The earliest official publishing house for Indonesian
literature is Balai Pustaka, founded in Batavia in
1917. National culture was expressed and, in some
ways formed, through spoken Malay-Indonesian
(understood by many people) and newspapers,
pamphlets, poetry, novels, and short stories for
those who could read. By the time of independence,
literary production was not great, but it has grown
considerably since the 1950s. The literary tradition
is now rich, but one should note that reading for
pleasure or enlightenment is not yet part of the
culture of average urban Indonesians and plays lit-
tle if any part in the life of village people. Indonesia
has made literacy and widespread elementary edu-
cation a major effort of the nation, but in many
rural parts of the country functional literacy is lim-
ited. For students to own many books is not com-
mon; universities are still oriented toward lecture
notes rather than student reading; and libraries are
poorly stocked.

In the conflict between left-and right-wing poli-
tics of the 1950s and early 1960s, organizations of
authors were drawn into the fray. In the anticom-
munist purges of the late 1960s, some writers who
had participated in left-wing organizations were
imprisoned. The most famous is Pramoedya Ananta
Toer, a nationalist who had also been imprisoned by
the Dutch from 1947 to 1949. He composed books
as stories told to fellow prisoners in exile on the
island of Buru from 1965 to 1979. He was released
from Buru and settled in Jakarta, but remained
under city arrest. Four of his novels, the Buru Quar-
tet, published between 1980 and 1988 in Indone-
sian, are rich documentaries of life in turn-of-the-
century colonial Java. They were banned in Indone-
sia during the New Order. Pram (as he is commonly

known, rhyming with Tom) received a PEN Free-
dom-to-Write Award in 1988 and a Magsaysay
Award in 1995. In English translation, the Buru
Quartet received critical acclaim, and after the end of
the New Order in 1999, Pram made a tour of the
United States. He is the only Indonesian novelist to
have received such acclaim overseas.

Graphic Arts. Stone sculptures of the elaborate
Hindu variety in Java or the ornate sarcophagi of
Sumatra are archaeological remains of value, but
only in Bali is elaborate stone carving still done
(apart from that which may decorate some upscale
Jakarta homes or public buildings). Wood carving
is more common. The cottage carving industry of
Bali finds a wide domestic and international market
for its statues of people, deities, and animals, many
of which are finely artistic, some hackneyed. Per-
haps the most common carving is in the urban
furniture industry, mainly in Java, where ornately
carved sofas and chairs are very popular. Tradi-
tional puppet or animal carvings of the mountain
Batak of Sumatra or the upriver Dayak of
Kalimantan are now mainly for tourists, though
they once showed rich artistry (now largely seen in
museums). The Toraja homes are still elaborately
carved, and small examples of these carvings are
sold to tourists. Toraja carve decorations on large
bamboo tubes used for carrying palm wine or rice,
and people in eastern Indonesia decorate small bam-
boo tubes that carry lime used in betel chewing.
Among contemporary urban artists, painting on
canvas or making batik is much more common
than making sculpture.

Indonesian textiles are becoming more widely
known overseas. Batik is the Javanese word for
‘‘dot’’ or ‘‘stipple’’; ikat, a Malay-Indonesian word
for ‘‘to tie,’’ is a type of cloth that is tie-dyed before
weaving. Batik textiles were made in royal courts
and cottages, but also became a major commercial
industry in Java and Bali, an industry that has
experienced economic vicissitudes over the decades.
Batik cloth varies enormously in artistry, elabora-
tion, quality, and cost. Formal occasions require
that Javanese, Sundanese and Balinese women wear
whole cloths wrapped ornately to form a skirt. Men
nowadays do so only at their marriage (or if they
are in royal courts or are performers in gamelan,
dance, or theater). Long-sleeved batik shirts are now
accepted formal social wear for men of all ethnic
backgrounds, though formal wear for men also in-
cludes civil service uniforms, shirts and ties, or
Western suits.
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Performance Arts. Performance arts are diverse
and include: Javanese and Balinese gong-chime
orchestras (gamelan) and shadow plays (wayang),
Sundanese bamboo orchestras (angklung), Muslim
orchestral music at family events or Muslim holi-
day celebrations, trance dances (reog) from east
Java, the dramatic barong dance or the monkey
dances for tourists on Bali, Batak puppet dances,
horse puppet dances of south Sumatra, Rotinese
singers with lontar leaf mandolins, and the dances
for ritual and life-cycle events performed by Indo-
nesia’s many outer island ethnic groups. All such
arts use indigenously produced costumes and musi-
cal instruments, of which the Balinese barong cos-
tumes and the metalworking of the gamelan or-
chestra are the most complex. Best known in
Indonesia is the Javanese and Balinese shadow pup-
pet theater based on the Ramayana epic, with its
brilliant puppeteers (dalang) who may manipulate
over a hundred puppets in all-night oral perfor-
mances accompanied by a gamelan orchestra. Bali is
best known for the diversity of its performance arts.
Despite the fact that Bali draws visitors from
around the world, and its troupes perform overseas,
most Balinese performers are villagers for whom art
complements farming.

Contemporary (and partly Western-influenced)
theater, dance, and music are most lively in Jakarta
and Yogyakarta, but less common elsewhere.
Jakarta’s Taman Ismail Marzuki, a national center
for the arts, has four theaters, a dance studio, an
exhibition hall, small studios, and residences for ad-
ministrators. Contemporary theater (and some-
times traditional theater as well) has a history of
political activism, carrying messages about political
figures and events that might not circulate in pub-
lic. During the New Order, poets and playwrights
had works banned, among them W. S. Rendra
whose plays were not allowed in Jakarta. There is a
long Javanese tradition of the poet as a ‘‘voice on the
wind,’’ a critic of authority.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The development of science and technology has
formed part of Indonesia’s five-year plans and is
directed toward both basic science and applied tech-
nology, with emphasis on the latter. Health, agri-
culture and animal husbandry, defense, physical
sciences, and applied technology have had priority.
The Indonesian Institute of Sciences has its head-
quarters and main library in Jakarta. Its task is to
oversee and encourage research in diverse fields, to
coordinate between institutions, and to advise on

national science and technology policy. It also ap-
proves research by foreign scholars. Indonesia’s
major scientific research training centers are the
Technological Institute, in Bandung, and the Agri-
cultural Institute, in Bogor, founded in the colonial
period, which draw top secondary school gradu-
ates.

Among social sciences, economics has received
the greatest attention since the 1950s when the Ford
Foundation launched a major program to train
economists abroad. These so-called technocrats rose
to great importance during the early decades of the
New Order and molded economic policy through-
out the country’s growth period, from the 1970s
through the 1990s. Social sciences are included in
the national mandate largely as they contribute to
supporting development activities. Fields such as
political science and sociology received far less at-
tention during the New Order, owing to their po-
tential for, and actual involvement in, social and
political criticism.
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CULTURE NAME

Iranian, Persian

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

The term ‘‘Persian’’ is used as an adjective—
especially pertaining to the arts—and to designate
the principal language spoken in Iran. The term is
often used to designate the larger cultural sphere of
Iranian civilization. This includes populations living
in Iraq, the Persian Gulf region, the Caucasus re-
gion, Central Asia, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and
northern India. The formal name of the Iranian
state is Jomhuri-ye Islami-ye Iran, the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran.

ORIENTATION

Identification. The terms ‘‘Iran’’ as the designa-
tion for the civilization, and ‘‘Iranian’’ as the name
for the inhabitants occupying the large plateau lo-
cated between the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf
have been in continual use for more than twenty-
five hundred years. They are related to the term
‘‘Aryan’’ and it is supposed that the plateau was
occupied in prehistoric times by Indo-European
peoples from Central Asia. Through many inva-
sions and changes of empire, this essential designa-
tion has remained a strong identifying marker for
all populations living in this region and the many
neighboring territories that fell under its influence
due to conquest and expansion.

Ancient Greek geographers designated the terri-
tory as ‘‘Persia’’ after the territory of Fars where the
ancient Achamenian Empire had its seat. Today as a
result of migration and conquest, people of Indo-
European, Turkic, Arab, and Caucasian origin have
some claim to Iranian cultural identity. Many of
these peoples reside within the territory of modern
Iran. Outside of Iran, those identifying with the
larger civilization often prefer the appellation
‘‘Persian’’ to indicate their affinity with the culture

rather than with the modern political state. This is
also true of some members of modern Iranian
émigré populations in the United States, Europe,
and elsewhere who do not wish to be identified with
the current Islamic Republic of Iran, established in
1979.

Location and Geography. Iran is located in south-
western Asia, largely on a high plateau situated
between the Caspian Sea to the north and the Per-
sian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman to the south. Its area
is 636,300 square miles (1,648,000 square kilome-
ters). Its neighbors are, on the north, Azerbaijan,
Armenia, and Turkmenistan; on the east, Pakistan
and Afghanistan; and on the west Turkey and Iraq.
Iran’s total boundary is 4,770 miles (7,680 kilome-
ters). Approximately 30 percent of this boundary is
seacoast. The capital is Tehran (Teheran).

Iran’s central plateau is actually a tectonic plate.
It forms a basin surrounded by several tall, heavily
eroded mountain ranges, principally the Elburz
Mountains in the north and the Zagros range in the
west and south. The geology is highly unstable,
creating frequent earthquakes. Several important
volcanoes, including Mount Damāvand, the na-
tion’s highest peak at approximately 19,000 feet,
(5,800 meters) also ring the country.

The arid interior plateau contains two remark-
able deserts: the Dasht-e-Kavir (Kavı̄r Desert) and
the Dasht-e-Lut (Lūt Desert). These two deserts
dominate the eastern part of the country, and form
part of an arid landscape extending into Central Asia
and Pakistan.

Iran’s climate is one of extremes, ranging from
subtropical to subpolar, due to the extreme varia-
tions in altitude and rainfall throughout the nation.
Temperatures range from as high as 130 degrees
Fahrenheit (55 degrees Celsius) in the southwest
and along the Persian Gulf coast to �40 degrees
Fahrenheit (�40 degrees Celsius). Rainfall varies
from less than two inches (five centimeters) annu-
ally in Baluchistan, near the Pakistani border, to
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more than eighty inches (two hundred centimeters)
in the subtropical Caspian region where tempera-
tures rarely fall below freezing.

Demography. Iran’s population has not been accu-
rately measured since the Islamic Revolution of
1979. Recent population estimates range from
sixty-one to sixty-five million. The population is
balanced (51 percent male, 49 percent female), ex-
tremely young, and urban. More than three-quar-
ters of Iran’s habitants are under thirty years of age,
and an equal percentage live in urban areas. This
marks a radical shift from the mid-twentieth cen-
tury when only 25 percent lived in cities.

Iran is a multiethnic, multicultural society as a
result of millennia of migration and conquest. It is

perhaps easiest to speak of the various ethnic
groups in the country in terms of their first lan-
guage. Approximately half of the population speaks
Persian and affiliated dialects as their primary lan-
guage. The rest of the population speaks languages
drawn from Indo-European, Ural-Altaic (Turkic),
or Semitic language families.

The principal non-Persian Indo-European
speakers include Kurds, Lurs, Baluchis, and Arme-
nians, making up approximately 15 percent of the
population. Turkic speakers constitute approxi-
mately 20 to 25 percent of the population. The
largest group of Turkic speakers lives in the north-
west provinces of East and West Azerbaijan. Other
Turkic groups include the Qashqa’i tribe in the
south and southwest part of the central plateau,
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and the Turkmen in the northeast. Semitic speakers,
constituting approximately 10 percent of the popu-
lation, include a large Arabic-speaking population
in the extreme southwest province of Khuzestan,
and along the Persian Gulf Coast, and a small com-
munity of Assyrians in the northwest, who speak
Syriac. The remains of a miniscule community of
Dravidian speakers lives in the extreme eastern
province of Sistan along the border with Afghani-
stan.

It is important to note that, with some minor
exceptions, all ethnic groups living in Iran, what-
ever their background or primary language,
identify strongly with the major features of Iranian
culture and civilization. This also applies to many
non-Iranians living in Afghanistan, Central Asia,
northern India, and parts of Iraq and the Persian
Gulf region.

Linguistic Affiliation. In English, ‘‘Persian’’ is the
name for the primary language spoken in Iran. It is
incorrect, but increasingly common in English-
speaking countries to use the native term, ‘‘Farsi,’’
to identify the language. This is somewhat akin to
using ‘‘Deutsch’’ to describe the principal language
of Germany.

Modern Persian, a part of the Indo-Iranian
branch of the Indo-European languages, is a lan-
guage of great antiquity. It is also a language of
extraordinary grace and flexibility. Over many cen-
turies, it absorbed Arabic vocabulary and many
Turkish elements, swelling its vocabulary to well
over 100,000 commonly used words. At the same
time, over the many centuries when Arabic was
dominant, Persian lost much of its grammatical
complexity. The resulting language is mellifluous,
easy to learn, and ideally suited for the unsurpassed
poetry and literature Iranians have produced over
the ages. The language is remarkably stable; Ira-
nians can read twelfth century literature with rela-
tive ease.

The majority of Iranian residents whose first
language is not Persian are bilingual in Persian and
their primary language. Persons whose first lan-
guage is Persian are usually monolingual.

Symbolism. Iranian culture is rich in cultural
symbolism, much of which derives from prehistoric
times. Iran is the only nation in the Middle East that
uses the solar calendar. It is also the only nation on
earth marking the advent of the New Year at the
spring equinox.

The Islamic and the pre-Islamic world have
both provided national symbols for Iran, and these

have come in conflict in recent years. Mohammad
Reza Pahlavi, the shah who was deposed in 1979,
tried to make the twenty-five-hundred-year-old
monarchy itself a central symbol of Iranian life. He
designed a series of lavish public celebrations to
cement this image in the public imagination. The
ancient emblem for the nation was a lion holding a
scimitar against a rising sun. This emblem was a
symbol not only of Iran, but also of the ancient
monarchy, and was prominently displayed on the
national tricolor flag of red, white, and green. The
Persian lion is now extinct, and since the 1979 Revo-
lution, so is this emblem. It has been replaced by a
nonfigurative symbol that can be construed as a
calligraphic representation of the basic Islamic
creed, ‘‘There is no god but God.’’ The tricolor back-
ground has been maintained.

Much symbolism in daily life derives not just
from Islam, but from the ‘‘Twelver’’ branch of Shi’a
Islam that has been the official state religion since
the seventeenth century. It is essential to note the
central symbolic importance of Imam Hassain, the
grandson of the prophet Muhammad, who was
martyred in Karbala in present-day Iraq during the
Islamic month of Muharram in the seventh cen-
tury. His martyrdom is a ‘‘master symbol’’ in Ira-
nian life, serving as an inexhaustible source of im-
agery and rhetoric.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The Iranian nation is
one of the oldest continuous civilizations in the
world. Upper Paleolithic and Mesolithic populations
occupied caves in the Zagros and Elburz mountains.
The earliest civilizations in the region descended
from the Zagros foothills, where they developed
agriculture and animal husbandry, and established
the first urban cultures in the Tigris-Euphrates ba-
sin in present day Iraq. The earliest urban peoples in
what is today Iranian territory were the Elamites in
the extreme southwest region of Khuzestan. The
arrival of the Aryan peoples—Medes and Persians—
on the Iranian plateau in the first millennium B.C.E.
marked the beginning of the Iranian civilization,
rising to the heights of the great Achaemenid
Empire consolidated by Cyrus the Great in 550
B.C.E. Under the rulers Darius the Great and Xerxes,
the Achaemenid rulers extended their empire from
northern India to Egypt.

Down to the present, one pattern has repeated
again and again in Iranian civilization: the con-
querors of Iranian territory are eventually them-
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Donkeys carry grass loads past typical mud-brick buildings in
a small Iranian village.

selves conquered by Iranian culture. In a word, they
become Persianized.

The first of these conquerors was Alexander the
Great, who swept through the region and con-
quered the Achaemenid Empire in 330 B.C.E. Alexan-
der died shortly thereafter leaving his generals and
their descendants to establish their own subempires.
The process of subdivision and conquest culminated
in the establishment of the entirely Persian Sassanid
Empire at the beginning of the third century C.E. The
Sassanians consolidated all territories east to China
and India, and engaged successfully with the By-
zantine Empire.

The second great conquerors were the Arab
Muslims, arising from Saudi Arabia in 640 C.E.
They gradually melded with the Iranian peoples,
and in 750, a revolution emanating from Iranian
territory assured the Persianization of the Islamic
world through the establishment of the great Ab-
bassid Empire at Baghdad. The next conquerors
were successive waves of Turkish peoples starting
in the eleventh century. They established courts in
the northeastern region of Khorassan, founding
several great cities. They became patrons of Persian
literature, art, and architecture.

Successive Mongol invasions of the thirteenth
century resulted in a period of relative instability

culminating in a strong reaction in the early six-
teenth century on the part of a resurgent religious
movement—the Safavids. The Safavid rulers started
as a religious movement of adherents of Twelver
Shi’ism. They established this form of Shi’ism as the
Iranian state religion. Their empire, which ranged
from the Caucasus to northern India, raised Iranian
civilization to its greatest height. The Safavid capi-
tal, Isfahan, was by all accounts one of the most
civilized places on earth, far in advance of most of
Europe.

Subsequent conquests by the Afghans and the
Qājār Turks had the same result. The conquerors
came and became Persianized. During the Qājār pe-
riod from 1899 to 1925, Iran came into contact
with European civilization in a serious way for the
first time. The industrial revolution in the West
seriously damaged Iran’s economy, and the lack of
a modern army with the latest in weaponry and
military transport resulted in serious losses of terri-
tory and influence to Great Britain and Russia. Ira-
nian rulers responded by selling ‘‘concessions’’ for
agricultural and economic institutions to their Eu-
ropean rivals to raise the funds needed for moderni-
zation. Much of the money went directly into the
pockets of the Qājār rulers, cementing a public im-
age of collaboration between the throne and foreign
interests that characterized much of twentieth cen-
tury Iranian political life. A series of public protests
against the throne took place at regular intervals
from the 1890s to the 1970s. These protests regu-
larly involved religious leaders, and continued
throughout the reign of the Pahlavi dynasty (1925–
1979). These protests culminated in the Islamic
Revolution of 1978–1979, hereafter referred to as
‘‘the Revolution.’’

National Identity. The establishment of the the-
ocratic Islamic Republic of Iran under Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini marked a return to religious
domination of Iranian culture. Khomeini’s symbols
were all appropriately appealing to Iranian sensibili-
ties as he called on the people to become martyrs to
Islam like Hasan, and restore the religious rule of
Hasan’s father, Ali, the last leader of both Sunni and
Shi’a Muslims. Now, more than twenty years after
the Revolution and following Khomeini’s death,
Iran is once again undergoing change. Its youthful
population is demanding liberalization of the strict
religious rule of its leaders, and a return to the
historic balance of religion and secularism that has
characterized the nation for most of its history.

Ethnic Relations. Iran has been somewhat blessed
by an absence of specific ethnic conflict. This is note-
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worthy, given the large number of ethnic groups
living within its borders, both today and in the past.
It is safe to conclude that the general Iranian popu-
lation neither persecutes ethnic minorities, nor
openly discriminates against them.

Some groups living within Iranian borders do
assert autonomy occasionally, however. Chief
among these are the Kurds, living on Iran’s western
border. Fiercely independent, they have pressed the
Iranian central government to grant economic con-
cessions and autonomous decision-making powers.
However, outside of the urban areas in their region,
the Kurds already have formidable control over
their regions. Iranian central government officials
tread very lightly in these areas. The Kurds in Iran,
along with their brethren in Iraq and Turkey, have
long desired an independent state. The immediate
prospects for this are dim.

The nomadic tribal groups in the southern and
western regions of the Iranian central plateau have
likewise caused problems for the Iranian central
government. Because they are in movement with
their sheep and goats for more than half of the year,
they have historically been difficult to control. They
are also generally self-sufficient, and a small minor-
ity are even quite well-off. Attempts to settle these
tribes in the past have met with violent action. At
present they entertain an uneasy peace with Iranian
central authorities.

The Arab population of the southwestern
trans-Zagros Gulf province of Khuzestan has enter-
tained political aspirations of breaking away from
Iran. These aspirations have been encouraged by
Iraq and other Arab states. In times of conflict be-
tween Iran and Iraq, Iraqi leaders have supported
this separatist movement as a way of antagonizing
Iranian officials.

The severest social persecution in Iran has been
directed at religious minorities. Periods of relative
tolerance have alternated with periods of discrimi-
nation for centuries. Under the current Islamic re-
public, these minorities have had a difficult time.
Although theoretically protected as ‘‘People of the
Book’’ according to Islamic law, Jews, Christians,
and Zoroastrians have faced accusations of spying
for Western nations or for Israel. Islamic officials
also take a dim view of their tolerance of alcohol
consumption, and the relative freedom accorded to
women. The one group that has been universally
persecuted since its nineteenth century founding is
the Baha’i community, because its religion is viewed
as heretical by Shi’a Muslims.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Until recently Iran was primarily a rural culture.
Even today with rampant urbanization, Iranians
value nature and make every attempt to spend time
in the open air. Because Iran is largely a desert,
however, the ideal open space is a culturally con-
structed space—a garden. At the same time Iranians
will try to bring the outdoors inside whenever pos-
sible. The wonderfully intricate carpets that every
family strives to own are miniature gardens replete
with flower and animal designs. Fresh fruit and
flowers are a part of every entertainment, and na-
ture and gardens are central themes in literature and
poetry.

This underscores a fascinating central motif in
Iranian architecture—the juxtaposition of ‘‘inside’’
and ‘‘outside.’’ These two concepts are more than
architectural themes. They are deeply central to Ira-
nian life, pervading spiritual life and social conduct.
The inside, or andaruni, is the most private, intimate
area of any architectural space. It is the place where
family members are most relaxed and able to behave
in the most unguarded manner. The outside, or
biruni, is by contrast a public space where social
niceties must be observed. Every family creates both
kinds of spaces, even if living in a single room. Until
the nineteenth century, Iranians did not use chairs.
They normally sat cross-legged on the floor, prefer-
ably on a carpet with bolsters or pillows. In the
twentieth century, furniture became the hallmark
of the biruni, and now every family of any standing
has a room stuffed with uncomfortable furniture
for receiving important visitors. When the guests
leave, family members give a sigh of relief and go to
the andaruni where they can relax on the plush
carpet.

An Iranian home is one where any room, with
the exception of those used for cooking and bodily
functions, can be used for any social purpose—
eating, sleeping, entertainment, business, or what-
ever else one can conceive. One spreads a dinner
cloth, and it is a dining room. After dinner, the cloth
is removed, cotton mattresses are spread, and the
room becomes a bedchamber. Contrast this to an
American home where each room has specific func-
tions, or is designated the specific territory of a
given family member. As a result, Iranian families
can live and entertain many guests in much less
space than in the West. This is a social necessity,
since the members of one’s extended family, and
even their friends and acquaintances, have an
ironclad claim on virtually unlimited hospitality.
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One must be prepared to entertain many overnight
guests at a moment’s notice.

In addition to intimacy, the notion of the an-
daruni pertains to modesty for women. This is a
consideration in all public arrangement of space,
especially since the advent of the Islamic Republic.
Some zealots will not allow men to sit on a spot that
is still warm from a woman’s presence. By contrast,
public space occupied by persons of the same sex
can be very close and intimate with no hint of
eroticism or immodesty.

The historical Iranian city is constructed around
the commercial center—the bazaar. Architect Nader
Ardalan has likened the city to the human body.
The bazaar is the spine of the city. Emanating from
it are all the institutions needed by the urban popu-
lation. At the top of the bazaar sits the ‘‘head’’ of
this body—the great congregational mosque where
all citizens gather on Friday for common prayers
and perhaps a sermon. The bazaar is divided into
sections inhabited by the various trade guilds. Thus
all the carpenters are in one section, the goldsmiths
in another, and the shoemakers in yet another.

The bazaar is punctuated with the ‘‘outside
brought inside’’ in the form of pools and running
water, and even perhaps a religious school with a
small garden. The urban space surrounding the
bazaar is likewise punctuated by the ‘‘inside
brought outside’’ in the form of enclosed public
gardens for private discourse in public. Houses in
residential neighborhoods are built with abutting
walls, each home having its bit of the outside in the
form of an open courtyard with a pool, and a tree
and a few flowers or a kitchen garden.

In the twentieth century, however, the needs of
modern motor transportation and increased urban
population density have destroyed much of the tex-
ture of the traditional city. Wide avenues have been
cut through the traditional quarters in almost every
city, disrupting the integrity of the old neighbor-
hoods. Faceless apartment buildings have sprung
up depriving residents of their gardens, save for a
pot or two of flowers on a small balcony.

Public architecture has always been the essence
of biruni in Iran. Grandiose in style, it almost de-
mands formal social behavior. This has been true
since Achaemenid times, as a visit to the ruins of
their capital, Persepolis, will attest. The grandiose
public mosques, shrines, and squares of Isfahan,
Mashhad, Shı̄rāz, and Qom are overwhelming in
their beauty and architectural excellence. Unfortu-
nately, the great public buildings of Tehran built in
the twentieth century have the bad fortune to have

been built to emulate the most stark Western archi-
tectural styles.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. As one might expect from
Iran’s geographic situation, its food strikes a me-
dium between Greek and Indian preparations. It is
more varied than Greek food, and less spicy and
subtler than Indian food with a greater use of fresh
ingredients.

Iranians have a healthy diet centered on fresh
fruits, greens and vegetables. Meat (usually lamb,
goat, or chicken) is used as a condiment rather than
as the centerpiece of a meal. Rice and fresh
unleavened or semileavened whole-grain bread are
staple starches. The primary beverage is black tea.
The principal dietary taboo is the Islamic prohibi-
tion against pork.

Breakfast is a light meal consisting of fresh
unleavened bread, tea, and perhaps butter, white
(feta-style) cheese, and jam. Eggs may also be eaten
fried or boiled. Meat is not common at breakfast.

The main meal of the day is eaten at around one
o’clock in the afternoon. In a middle-class house-
hold it usually starts with a plate of fresh greens—
scallions, radishes, fresh basil, mint, coriander, and
others in season. This is served with unleavened
bread and white cheese. The main dish is steamed
aromatic rice (chelow) served with one or more
stews made of meat and a fresh vegetable or fruit.
This stew, called khoresht resembles a mild curry. It
centers on a central ingredient such as eggplant,
okra, spinach, quince, celery, or a myriad of other
possibilities. One particularly renowned khoresht,
fesenjun, consists of lamb, chicken, duck, or
pheasant cooked in a sauce of onions, ground wal-
nuts, and pomegranate molasses. In addition to its
preparation as chelow, rice may also be prepared as
a pilaf (polow) by mixing in fresh herbs, vegetables,
fruit, or meat after it is boiled, but before it is
steamed.

The Iranian national dish, called chelow kabab,
consists of filet of lamb marinated in lemon juice or
yogurt, onions, and saffron, pounded with a knife
on a flat skewer until fork tender and grilled over a
hot fire. This is served with grilled onions and toma-
toes on a bed of chelow to which has been added a
lump of butter and a raw egg yolk. The butter and
egg are mixed with the hot rice (which cooks the
egg), and ground sumac berries are sprinkled on
top. A common drink with a meal is dough, a yogurt
and salted water preparation that is similar to Turk-
ish ayran, Lebanese lebni, and Indian lassi.

I R A N

1 0 6 2



An Iranian woman sits on the ground while she makes knitted crafts in the Maseleh village located 1,050 meters above sea level
in the Alborz Mountains.

Sweets are more likely to be consumed with tea
in the afternoon than as dessert. Every region of the
country has special confections prized as travel sou-
venirs, and served casually to guests. Among the
most famous are gaz, a natural nougat made with
rose water, and sohan, a saffron, butter, and pista-
chio praline. After a meal Iranians prefer fresh fruit
and tea. In fact, fruit is served before the meal, after
the meal—indeed, at any time.

The evening meal is likely to be a light meal
consisting of leftover food from the noon meal, or a
little bread, cheese, fruit, and tea. Urban dwellers
may eat a light meal at a café or restaurant in the
evening.

Outside of large cities, restaurants are not very
common in Iran. On the other hand, teahouses are
ubiquitous, and widely frequented at all times of
day. One can always get some kind of meal there.

Alcoholic beverages are officially forbidden in
Iran today under the Islamic republic, but their con-
sumption is still widely practiced. Armenian, Jew-
ish, and Zoroastrian communities still produce
wine, and local moonshine is found everywhere in
rural areas. The principal alcoholic beverage is
‘‘vodka’’ distilled from grain, grapes, or more com-
monly, raisins. It is consumed almost exclusively

by men in the evening or at celebrations such as
weddings.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Ritual
foods fall into two categories—foods that are eaten
in celebration, and foods that are prepared and con-
sumed as a charitable religious act.

A few foods are traditional for the New Year’s
celebration. Fish is widely consumed as the first
meal of the New Year, along with a polow made
with greens. One food appears on the ritual New
Year’s table, but is rarely eaten. This is a kind of
sweet pudding made of ground sprouted wheat
called samanou.

During the Islamic month of fasting, Ramadan,
no food or drink is consumed from sunrise to sun-
set. Families rise before dawn to prepare heavy
breakfasts that look like the noon meal. The process
is repeated at sundown. Special crispy fried sweets
made from a yogurt batter and soaked in syrup are
frequently served. Two forms are popular: zulbia,
which looks a bit like a multi stranded pretzel, and
bamieh, which looks a bit like the okra pods it is
named after.

Food is frequently prepared for distribution to
the community as a charitable religious act. When a
sheep is slaughtered for a special occasion it is com-
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mon to give meat to all of one’s neighbors. To give
thanks for fulfillment of a desire, a community
meal is frequently prepared. Likewise, during the
mourning ceremonies for Hossein during the
months of Muharram and Safar, communal meals
are paid for by charitable individuals. The most
common food served on these occasions is a polow
made with yellow peas and meat.

Basic Economy. Historically Iran has been an agri-
cultural nation with fairly rich resources both for
vegetable crops and animal husbandry. In the twen-
tieth century, Iran’s economy changed in a radical
fashion due to the discovery of oil. By the time of
the Revolution the nation received more than 80
percent of its income from oil and oil-related indus-
try. While in 1955 more than 75 percent of the
population lived in rural areas, distribution has re-
versed. Now more than 75 percent of Iranians live
in urban areas, deriving their incomes either from
manufacturing or from the service sector (currently
the largest sector of the economy).

The goals of the Islamic Republic include a drive
for self-sufficiency in food and manufacture. At
present, however, only about 10 percent of the
nation’s agricultural land is under cultivation, and
subsistence farming is all but dead. Iran remains a
net importer of food and manufactured goods, a
condition that will not change soon. Inflation is a
continual problem. Were it not for oil income, the
nation would be in difficult straits.

Land Tenure and Property. Absentee landlords in
Iran held traditional agricultural land for many
hundreds of years. They employed a sharecropping
arrangement with their tenant farmers based on a
principle of five shares: land, water, seed, animal
labor, and human labor. The farmer rarely supplied
more than human and animal labor, and thus re-
ceived two-fifths of the produce. Additionally land-
lords hired some agricultural laborers to work land
for them for direct wages.

Sharecropping farmers received the land they
farmed in the land reform movements of the 1960s
and 1970s, but the wage farmers received nothing,
and largely abandoned agricultural pursuits.

Nomadic tribes claim grazing rights along their
route of migration, with the rights parceled out by
family affiliation. Government officials have con-
tested and opposed these rights at various times on
environmental grounds (overgrazing), but they
have not been able marshal effective enforcement.
Tribal members also maintain agricultural land
both at their summer and winter pasture head-
quarters.

A carpet maker works on a loom at his shop in Na’in.

Religious bequest (waqf) land plays a large role
in Iranian life. Large landowners on their death have
willed whole villages as well as other kinds of prop-
erty to the religious bequest trust. Nearly the entire
city of Mashhad is waqf land. Individuals in that
city can buy houses and office buildings, but not the
land on which they stand. Part of the strategic plan
of the Pahlavi rulers was to break the economic
power of the clergy who controlled this vast prop-
erty by nationalizing it, and placing its administra-
tion under a government ministry. This was one of
the government actions most vehemently opposed
by the clergy before the Revolution. Nevertheless,
the waqf is still administered by a government min-
istry.

Major Industries. Iran today has a steel plant,
automobile and bus assembly plants, a good infra-
structure of roads, a decent telecommunication sys-
tem, and good broadcast facilities for radio and tele-
vision. These have all been extended under the
Islamic Republic, as has rural electrification. Mining
and exploitation of Iran’s extensive mineral wealth
other than oil is largely moribund. Moves to priva-
tize industry have been slow; 80 percent of all eco-
nomic activity is under direct government control.

Trade. Aside from oil products, the nation’s ex-
ports include carpets, caviar, cotton, fruits, textiles,
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minerals, motor vehicles, and nuts. A small amount
of fresh produce and meat is exported to the states
of the Persian Gulf.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Iranian society presents a
puzzle for most standard social science analysis of
social structure. On the one hand there is an out-
ward appearance of extensive social stratification.
When one peers beneath the surface, however, this
impression breaks down almost immediately.

In Iran one can never judge a book by its cover.
A traditional gentleman in ragged clothes, un-
shaven, and without any outward trapping of lux-
ury may in fact be very rich, and as powerful as the
mightiest government official; or he may be a re-
vered spiritual leader. On the other hand a well-
dressed gentleman in an Italian suit driving a fine
European car may be mired in debt and openly
derided behind his back.

Social mobility is also eminently possible in
Iran. Clever youths from poor backgrounds may
educate themselves, attach themselves to persons of
power and authority, and rise quickly in status and
wealth. Family connections help here, and hy-
pergamy (marriage into a higher class) for both
men and women is very important.

High status is precarious in Iran. There is a
symbiotic relationship between superior and infe-
rior. Duty is incumbent on the inferior, but the
noblesse oblige incumbent on the superior as a con-
dition of maintaining status is often greater, as the
last shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, discovered in
the Revolution.

Nevertheless there are genuinely revered fig-
ures in public life. Public respect is largely ac-
corded by diffuse and generalized acclimation,
this being a form of status recognition that Ira-
nians trust. The public has a tendency to dismiss
awards, promotions, and public accolades as the
result of political or social intriguing. The clerical
hierarchy in Shi’a Islam is a good model for
genuine advancement in social hierarchy because
clerics advance through the informal acknowl-
edgment of their peers.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Iran has made the transition in the
last twenty years from a nominal constitutional
monarchy to a democratic theocracy. As the United
States has checks and balances in its governmental
system, so does Iran. There is a strong president

elected for a four-year term, and a unicameral legis-
lature (majles) of 270 members, elected directly by
the people, with some slots reserved for recognized
minorities. The position of speaker is politically im-
portant, since there is no prime minister. Suffrage is
universal, and the voting age is sixteen. The presi-
dent selects a Council of Ministers, an Expediency
Council, and serves as the head of the Council of
National Security.

Over and above these elected bodies there is a
supreme jurisprudent selected by an independent
Assembly of Experts—a council of religious judges.
The office of chief jursiprudent (faqih) was created
for Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini at the time of the
Revolution. It was designed to implement a contro-
versial philosophy unique to Khomeini’s teach-
ings—a ‘‘guardianship’’ to be implemented until
the day of return of the twelfth Shi’a Imam,
Muhammad al-Mahdi, who is in occultation (being
hidden from view). Alongside the chief jurisprudent
is a twelve-member Council of Guardians, six se-
lected by the chief jurisprudent, and six by the Su-
preme Judicial Council ratified by the majles. The
Council of Guardians rules on the Islamic suitability
of both elected officials and the laws they pass. They
can disqualify candidates for election both before
and after they are elected. Another council mediates
between the Council of Guardians and the legisla-
ture.

The judiciary consists of a Supreme Judge and a
Supreme Judicial Council. All members must be
Shi’a Muslim jurisprudents. Islamic Shari’a law is
the foundation for the court’s decisions. Freedom of
the press and assembly are constitutionally guaran-
teed so long as such activities do not contradict
Islamic law.

The units of governmental division are the
province (ostan), ‘‘county’’ (sharestan), and town-
ship (dehestan). Each governmental unit has a head
appointed by the Ministry of the Interior.

Military Activity. Although there is a standing
army, navy, and air force, the Revolutionary
Guards (Pasdaran-e Engelab), organized shortly af-
ter the Revolution, dominate military activities, of-
ten coming into conflict with the standard military
forces. The Revolutionary Guards either accompany
or lead all military activities, both internal and in-
ternational. A national police force oversees urban
areas, and a gendarmerie attends to rural
peacekeeping.
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SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The Islamic Republic of Iran is replete with charita-
ble organizations. It is incumbent upon all Muslims
to devote a proportion of their excess income to the
support of religious and charitable works. This con-
tribution is voluntary, but the government collects
this tithe and uses the income to support hospitals,
orphanages, and religious schools. The government
is also committed to rural development projects. A
movement called the ‘‘sacred development strug-
gle’’ ( jihad-e sazandegi) was launched early in the
Islamic Republic and was successful in bringing im-
portant development projects—electrification,
drinking water and roads—to remote rural areas.
There are many small private charitable organiza-
tions organized to help the poor, fatherless families,
children, and other unfortunate citizens. The Ira-
nian Red Crescent Society (the local version of the
Red Cross) is active and important in the instance of
national disaster. Iran is a net exporter of charity to
neighboring countries. It has assisted with disaster
relief in Central Asia, the Caucasus, Lebanon, and
the Persian Gulf region.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

There are very few international nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) operating independent devel-
opment or health programs in Iran at present, ex-
cept in conjunction with Iranian governmental or-
ganizations. The current regime views independent
NGOs with deep suspicion, and in its aim for self-
sufficiency views the work of many international
charities as unnecessary. The United Nations (UN)
is the one important exception. Iran has supported
the UN since its inception, and a number of UN
programs in health, development, population, and
the preservation of cultural antiquities are active.
The nation’s Mostazafin (‘‘downtrodden people’’)
Foundation and the Imam Khomeini Foundation
have operated in the international sphere.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
question of gender roles is one of the most complex
issues in contemporary Iranian society. Women
have always had a strong role in Iranian life, but
rarely a public role. Their prominent participation
in political movements has been especially notewor-
thy. Brave and often ruthlessly pragmatic, women
are more than willing to take to the streets for a
good public cause. Moreover, although the world

focuses increasingly on the question of female dress
as an indicator of progress for women in Iran (and
indeed, in the Islamic world altogether), this is a
superficial view. In the years since the Revolution,
women have made astonishing progress in nearly
every area of life.

Both the Pahlavi regime and the leaders of the
Islamic Republic have gone out of their way to
emphasize their willingness to have women operate
as full participants in government and public af-
fairs. Women have served in the legislature and as
government ministers since the 1950s. The average
marriage age for women has increased to twenty-
one years. Iran’s birthrate has fallen steadily since
before the Revolution, now standing at an estimated
2.45 percent. Education for women is obligatory
and universal, and education for girls has increased
steadily. The literacy rate for women is close to that
of men, and for women under 25 it is over 90
percent, even in rural areas.

Female employment is the one area where
women have suffered a decline since the Revolution.
Even under the current Islamic regime, virtually all
professions are theoretically open to women—with
an important caveat. The difficulty for the leaders of
the Islamic republic in allowing women complete
equality in employment and public activity revolves
around religious questions of female modesty that
run head-to-head with the exigencies of public life.
Islam requires that both women and men adopt
modest dress that does not inflame carnal desire. For
men this means eschewing tight pants, shorts,
short-sleeved shirts, and open collars. Iranians view
women’s hair as erotic, and so covering both the
hair and the female form are the basic requirements
of modesty. For many centuries women in Iran
have done this by wearing the chador, a semicircu-
lar piece of dark cloth that is wrapped expertly
around the body and head, and gathered at the chin.
This garment is both wonderfully convenient, since
it affords a degree of privacy, and lets one wear
virtually anything underneath; and restricting,
since it must be held shut with one hand. Makeup of
any kind is not allowed. In private, women dress as
they please, and often exhibit fashionable, even dar-
ing, clothing for their female friends and spouses.

Any public activity that would require women
to depart from this modest dress in mixed company
is expressly forbidden. Professions requiring physi-
cal exertion outdoors are excluded, as are most pub-
lic entertainment roles. Interestingly, film and tele-
vision are open to women provided they observe
modest dress standards. This has created an odd
separate-but-equal philosophy in Iranian life. Some
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Vehicles travel on a street near the Eman Reza Shrine in Mashhad.

activities, such as sports events, have been set up for
exclusively female participants and female specta-
tors.

Westernized Iranian women have long viewed
obligatory modest dress in whatever forms as op-
pressive, and have worked to have standards re-
laxed. These standards certainly have been op-
pressive when forced on the female population in an
obsessive manner. Revolutionary Guards have mu-
tilated some women for showing too much hair or
for wearing lipstick. But the majority of women in
Iran have always adopted modest dress voluntarily,
and will undoubtedly continue to do so in the future
no matter what political decisions are made on this
matter.

The emotional roles of Iranian men and women
are different from those in the United States and
many other Western countries. In particular, it is
considered manly for men to be emotionally sensi-
tive, artistically engaged, and aesthetically acute.
Women, by contrast, can be emotionally distant
and detached without seeming unfeminine. Open
weeping is not shameful for either sex. Both sexes
can be excessively tender and doting toward their
same-sex friends with no intention of eroticism.
Kissing and hand-holding between members of the
same sex is common.

By contrast, physical contact between members
of the opposite sex is assiduously avoided except
between relatives. Western men offering to shake a
traditional Iranian woman’s hand may see her
struggling between a desire to be polite, and a desire
not to breech standards of decency. The solution for
many a woman is to cover her hand with part of
her chador and shake hands that way. Under no
circumstances should a proper man or woman wil-
lingly find themselves alone in a closed room with a
member of the opposite sex (except for his or her
spouse).

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. In Iran women control marriages for
their children, and much intrigue in domestic life
revolves around marital matters. A mother is typi-
cally on the lookout for good marriage prospects at
all times. Even if a mother is diffident about mar-
riage brokering, she is obliged to ‘‘clear the path’’
for a marriage proposal. She does this by letting her
counterpart in the other family know that a pro-
posal is forthcoming, or would be welcome. She
then must confer with her husband, who makes the
formal proposal in a social meeting between the two
families. This kind of background work is essential,
because once the children are married, the two fami-

I R A N

1 0 6 7



lies virtually merge, and have extensive rights and
obligations vis-á-vis each other that are close to a
sacred duty. It is therefore extremely important
that the families be certain that they are compatible
before the marriage takes place.

Marriage within the family is a common strat-
egy, and a young man of marriageable age has an
absolute right of first refusal for his father’s
brother’s daughter—his patrilateral parallel cousin.
The advantages for the families in this kind of mar-
riage are great. They already know each other and
are tied into the same social networks. Moreover,
such a marriage serves to consolidate wealth from
the grandparents’ generation for the family. Ma-
trilateral cross-cousin marriages are also common,
and exceed parallel-cousin marriages in urban
areas, due perhaps to the wife’s stronger influence
in family affairs in cities.

Although inbreeding would seem to be a poten-
tial problem, the historical preference for marriage
within the family continues, waning somewhat in
urban settings where other considerations such as
profession and education play a role in the choice of
a spouse. In 1968, 25 percent of urban marriages,
31 percent of rural marriages, and 51 percent of
tribal marriages were reported as endogamous.
These percentages appear to have increased some-
what following the Revolution.

In Iran today a love match with someone out-
side of the family is clearly not at all impossible, but
even in such cases, except in the most westernized
families, the family visitation and negotiation must
be observed. Traditional marriages involve a formal
contract drawn up by a cleric. In the contract a
series of payments are specified. The bride brings a
dowry to the marriage usually consisting of house-
hold goods and her own clothing. A specified
amount is written into the contract as payment for
the woman in the event of divorce. The wife after
marriage belongs to her husband’s household and
may have difficulty visiting her relatives if her hus-
band does not approve. Nevertheless, she retains her
own name, and may hold property in her own
right, separate from her husband.

The wedding celebration is held after the signing
of the contract. It is really a prelude to the consum-
mation of the marriage, which takes place typically
at the end of the evening, or, in rural areas, at the
end of several days’ celebration. In many areas of
Iran it is still important that the bride be virginal,
and the bedsheets are carefully inspected to ensure
this. A wise mother gives her daughter a vial of
chicken blood ‘‘just in case.’’ The new couple may
live with their relatives for a time until they can set

up their own household. This is more common in
rural than in urban areas.

Iran is an Islamic nation, and polygyny is al-
lowed. It is not widely practiced, however, because
Iranian officials in this century have followed the
Islamic prescription that a man taking two wives
must treat them with absolute equality. Women in
polygynous marriages hold their husbands to this
and will seek legal relief if they feel they are disad-
vantaged. Statistics are difficult to ascertain, but
one recent study claims that only 1 percent of all
marriages are polygynous.

Divorce is less common in Iran than in the
West. Families prefer to stay together even under
difficult circumstances, since it is extremely difficult
to disentangle the close network of interrelation-
ships between the two extended families of the mar-
riage pair. One recent study claims that the divorce
rate is 10 percent in Iran. For Iranians moving to the
United States the rate is 66 percent, suggesting that
cultural forces tend to keep couples from separat-
ing.

Children of a marriage belong to the father.
After a divorce, men assume custody of boys over
three years and girls over seven. Women have been
known to renounce their divorce payment in ex-
change for custody of their children. There is no
impediment to remarriage with another partner for
either men or women.

Domestic Unit. In traditional Iranian rural society
the ‘‘dinner cloth’’ often defines the minimal fam-
ily. Many branches of an extended family may live
in rooms in the same compound. However, they
may not all eat together on a daily basis. Sons and
their wives and children are often working for their
parents in anticipation of a birthright in the form of
land or animals. When they receive this, they will
leave and form their own separate household. In the
meantime they live in their parents’ compound, but
have separate eating and sleeping arrangements.
Even after they leave their parents’ home, members
of extended families have widespread rights to hos-
pitality in the homes of even their most distant
relations. Indeed, family members generally carry
out most of their socializing with each other.

Inheritance. Inheritance generally follows rules
prescribed by Islamic law. Male children inherit full
shares of their father’s estate, wives and daughters
half-shares. An individual may make a religious
bequest of specific goods or property that are then
administered by the ministry of waqfs.
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Kin Groups. The patriarch is the oldest male of the
family. He demands respect from other family
members and often has a strong role in the future of
young relatives. In particular it is common for
members of an extended family to spread them-
selves out in terms of professions and influence.
Some will go into government, others into the mili-
tary, perhaps others join the clergy, and some may
even become anti-government oppositionists. Fam-
ilies will attempt to marry their children into pow-
erful families as much for their own sake as for the
son or daughter. The general aim for the family is to
extend its influence into as many spheres as possi-
ble. As younger members mature, older members of
the family are expected to help them with jobs, in-
troductions, and financial support. This is not con-
sidered corrupt or nepotistic, but is seen rather as
one of the benefits of family membership.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. The role of the mother is extremely
important in Iran. Mothers are expected to breast-
feed their babies for fear the babies will become
‘‘remorseless.’’

Child Rearing and Education. Mothers and chil-
dren are expected to be mutually supportive. A
mother will protect her children’s reputation under
all circumstances. Small children are indulged, and
not just by their parents. They are magnets for
attention from everyone in the society. Some par-
ents worry about their children becoming vain and
spoiled, but have a difficult time denying their
wishes.

Older children often raise younger children, es-
pecially in rural settings. It is very common to see
an older child with full responsibility for care of a
toddler. Children are usually more than up to this
task, and develop strong bonds with their siblings.
There is some rivalry between children in a family,
but the rule of primogeniture is strong, and older
children have the right to discipline younger chil-
dren.

The father is the disciplinarian of the family.
Whereas most fathers dote on their small children,
they can become fierce and stern as children ap-
proach puberty. It is the father’s responsibility to
protect the honor of the family, and this means
keeping close watch on the women and their activi-
ties. A girl is literally a treasure for the family. If she
remains chaste, virginal, modest, and has other at-
tributes such as beauty and education she has an
excellent chance of making a marriage that will
benefit everyone. If she falls short of this ideal, she

can ruin not only her own life, but also the reputa-
tion of her family.

Boys are far more indulged than girls. Their
father teaches them very early, however, that the
protection of family honor also resides with them.
It is not unusual to see a small boy upbraiding his
own mother for some act that shows a lack of
modesty. This is the beginning of a life long
enculturation that emphasizes self-denial, collec-
tivism, and interdependence with regard to the
family.

Families place a very strong emphasis on educa-
tion for both boys and girls. For girls this is a more
modern attitude, but it was always true for boys.
The education system relies a great deal on rote
memorization, patterned as it is on the French edu-
cation system. Children are also strongly encour-
aged in the arts. They write poetry and learn music,
painting, and calligraphy, often pursuing these
skills privately.

Higher Education. All Iranians would like their
children to pursue higher education, and competi-
tion for university entrance is fierce. The most de-
sired professions for children are medicine and engi-
neering. These fields attract the best and the
brightest, and graduates receive an academic social
title for both professions (doktor and mohandess).
The social rewards are so great for success in these
professions that families will push their children
into them even if their interests lie elsewhere. Many
young people receive an engineering or medical de-
gree and then pursue a completely different career.

ETIQUETTE

The social lubricant of Iranian life is a system
known as ta’arof, literally ‘‘meeting together.’’ This
is a ritualized system of linguistic and behavioral
interactional strategies allowing individuals to in-
terrelate in a harmonious fashion. The system
marks the differences between andaruni and biruni
situations, and also marks differences in relative
social status. In general, higher status persons are
older and have important jobs, or command respect
because of their learning, artistic accomplishments,
or erudition.

Linguistically, ta’arof involves a series of lexical
substitutions for pronouns and verbs whereby per-
sons of lower status address persons of higher sta-
tus with elevated forms. By contrast, they refer to
themselves with humble forms. Both partners in an
interaction may simultaneously use other-raising
and self-lowering forms toward each other. Ritual
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An Iranian family eating a meal in Shiraj. Even after they leave home, members of extended families have hospitality rights in the
homes of their most distant relatives.

greetings and leave-takings such as ghorban-e
shoma (literally, ‘‘your sacrifice’’) underscore this
sensibility.

In social situations, this linguistic gesture is
replicated in behavioral routines. It is good form to
offer a portion of what one is about to eat to anyone
nearby, even if they show no interest. One sees this
behavior even in very small children. It is polite to
refuse such an offer, but the one making the offer
will be sensitive to the slightest hint of interest and
will continue to press the offer if it is indicated.

Guests bring honor to a household, and are ea-
gerly sought. When invited as a guest a small pres-
ent is appreciated, but often received with a show of
embarrassment. It will usually not be unwrapped
in front of the giver. It is always expected that a
person returning from a trip will bring presents for
family and friends.

An honored guest is always placed at the head
of a room or a table. The highest status person also
goes first when food is served. It is proper form to
refuse these honors, and press them on another.

One must be very careful about praising any
possession of another. The owner will likely offer it
immediately as a present. Greater danger still lies in
praising a child. Such praise bespeaks envy, which is

the essence of the ‘‘evil eye.’’ The parent will be
alarmed, fearing for the child’s life. The correct for-
mula for praising anything is ma sha’ Allah, liter-
ally, ‘‘What God wills.’’

Iranians can be quite physically intimate with
same-sex friends, even in public. Physical contact is
expected and is not erotic. In restaurants and on
buses and other public conveyances people are
seated much closer than in the West. On the other
hand, even the slightest physical contact with non-
family members of the opposite sex, unless they are
very young children, is taboo.

A downward gaze in Iran is a sign of respect.
Foreigners addressing Iranians often think them
disinterested or rude when they answer a question
without looking at the questioner. This is a cross-
cultural mistake. For men, downcast eyes are a de-
fense measure, since staring at a woman is usually
taken as a sign of interest, and can cause difficulties.
On the other hand, staring directly into the eyes of a
friend is a sign of affection and intimacy.

In Iran the lower status person issues the first
greeting. In the reverse logic of ta’arof this means
that a person who wants to be polite will make a
point of this, using the universal Islamic salaam or
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the extended salaam aleikum. The universal phrase
for leave-taking is khoda hafez—‘‘God protect.’’

RELIGION

Religion Beliefs. The state religion in Iran is Ithna-
ashara or Twelver Shi’ism, established by the
Safavid Dynasty in the seventeenth century. This
branch of Islam has many distinctive practices and
beliefs that differ from the Sunni Islam practiced in
most of the Muslim world. Shi’a Muslims revere the
descendants of Fatimah, daughter of the prophet
Muhammad, and her husband, Ali, Muhammad’s
cousin. There are twelve Imams recognized by this
branch of Shi’ism. All were martyred except the
twelfth, Muhammad al-Mahdi, who disappeared,
but will return at the end of time with Jesus to
judge mankind. A common symbol seen through-
out Iran is an open hand. This is a complex symbol
with a number of interpretations, but one is that the
five fingers represent the ‘‘five bodies’’ central to
Shi’ism—Muhammad, Fatimah, Ali, and the two
sons of Fatimah and Ali, Husayn and Hassain.

It is Hassain, however, who is the true central
figure in Iranian symbolic life. Hassain was mar-
tyred in a struggle for power between rival sects,
later concretized as Shi’a and Sunni. This martyr-
dom is ritually observed throughout the year on
every possible occasion. Pious individuals endow
recitation of the story by professional panegyrists
on a regular basis. The Islamic months of Muhar-
ram and Safar are months of ritual mourning for
Hassain, with processions, self-flagellation, and
ten-day dramatic depictions of the events of the
martyrdom.

Just as Hassain is a central figure, everyone
associated with him and his descendants who lived
in Iran are equally revered—in particular Imam
Reza, the eighth leader of Shi’a Muslims. Whereas
all other Shi’a Imams are buried in modern Iraqi
territory, Imam Reza is buried in the northeastern
Iranian city, Mashhad. His astonishingly lavish
shrine is one of the major pilgrimage destinations
for Shi’a Muslims.

Although the vast majority of Iranians are
Twelver Shi’a Muslims, important religious minor-
ities have always played an important role in Ira-
nian life. Zoroastrians date back to the Achaemenid
Empire more than two thousand years ago. Iranian
Jews claim to be the oldest continuous Jewish com-
munity in the world, dating back to the removal to
Babylon. Armenians, an ancient Christian people,
were imported by Iranian rulers for their artisanry,
and Assyrian Christians, who follow a non-

Local Iranian families tour the mud city of Bam to learn of
its history.

Trinitarian doctrine, have been continually resident
in Iran since the third century. Sunni Muslims are
represented by Arab and Baluchi populations in the
south and Turkish populations in the north and
west. One religious group is homegrown. The
Baha’i movement, a semi-mystical nineteenth-cen-
tury departure from Shi’ia Islam, won converts not
only from Islam, but also from Judaism,
Zoroastrianism, and Christianity. Considered a her-
esy by many Shi’a Muslims, Baha’i has spread from
Iran to virtually every nation on earth.

Religious Practitioners. There is no formal certi-
fication for Islamic clergy. Technically, all sincere
Muslims can establish themselves as religious prac-
titioners. Women cannot preach to men, but female
clerics ministering to women are not uncommon. In
the normal course of training a young man attends
a religious school. He takes classes from revered
scholars who give him a certificate when he has
completed a course of study to their satisfaction.
After some time he may receive a call to take up
residence in a community needing a cleric.

In time, he may acquire a reputation as a
mujtahed or ‘‘jurisprudent,’’ capable of interpreting
Islamic law. Since there is no fixed theological doc-
trine in Shi’ism beyond the Koran and the Hadith
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(traditions of the prophet Muhammad), believers
are free to follow the religious leader of their choice,
and his interpretation of Islamic law. In time, as a
mujtahed gains respect and followers, he may rise
to become an ayatollah (literally, Reflection of
God’’). Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who in the
1970s had the largest number of followers of all
religious leaders, led the Iranian Revolution.

Mysticism plays an important role in Iranian
religion. Religious orders of Sufi mystics have been
active in Iran for many centuries. Sufis focus on an
inward meditative path for the pursuit of religious
truth that may include group chanting and dance.
Because they believe religion to be a personal spiri-
tual journey, they eschew the outward trappings of
social and economic life, and are highly revered.

Rituals and Holy Places. Shrines of Islamic saints
are extremely important in Iranian religious prac-
tice. Most of these burial places, which receive regu-
lar visits from believers, are purported graves of the
descendants of the prophet Muhammad through
the Shi’a Imams. A pilgrimage to a local shrine is a
common religious and social occasion. Longer pil-
grimages to Karbala, Mashhad, or Mecca are greatly
respected.

Most holidays in Iran are religious holidays
revolving around the birth or death of the various
Shi’a Imams. There are thirty of these days, all
calculated according to the lunar calendar, which is
always at variance with the Iranian solar calendar.
This can complicate people’s lives. It is necessary to
have a Muslim cleric in the community just to
calculate the dates. Most of these holidays involve
mourning, at which time the story of Hassain’s
martyrdom at Karbala is recited. The exception is
the birthday of the Twelfth Imam, which is a happy
celebration.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Health care in Iran is generally very good. Life ex-
pectancy is relatively high (70 years) and the nation
does not have any severe endemic infectious dis-
eases. The principal cause of death is heart and cir-
culatory disease. Many physicians emigrated at the
time of the Islamic Revolution, but a sufficient
number, supplemented by doctors from South Asia,
continue to serve the population.

Health care programs in recent years have been
highly successful. Malaria has been virtually elimi-
nated, cholera and other waterborne diseases are
generally under control, and family planing pro-
grams have resulted in dramatic decreases in fertil-

ity rates. The infant mortality rate remains some-
what elevated (twenty-nine per thousand) but it
has declined significantly over the past twenty
years. AIDS figures are suppressed.

Opium addiction has been a continual medical
concern in Iran. The Pahlavi regime attempted to
phase out its use by licensing the sale of state-
produced raw opium only to certified addicts born
after a specified date. It was thought that all the
addicts would eventually die, and the problem
would be solved. Of course, the availability of
opium on the free market simply guaranteed that it
would be resold to younger people at a profit, and
the problem continued. The use of opium persists as
a casual drug for all classes of society, with a small
proportion of continued addicts.

A folk belief prevalent in Iran revolves around
dietary practice. This philosophy tries to maintain
balance between the four humors of the body—
blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile—through
judicious combinations of foods. Although more
sophisticated Iranians use the full range of four
humors in their dietary calculations, most adhere to
a two-category system: hot and cold. For example,
visitors quickly learn that their friends will not al-
low the simultaneous consumption of watermelon
and yogurt (both cold foods), for fear that this com-
bination will cause immediate death.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Most holidays in Iran are religious in nature. The
few secular holidays relate to pre-Islamic practices,
or modern political events.

The Iranian New Year’s Celebration (Now Ruz)
is the nation’s principal secular holiday. The Now
Ruz celebration is replete with pre-Islamic symbol-
ism, beginning with the practice of jumping over
bonfires on the Wednesday before the equinox. An
array of symbols emphasizing agricultural renewal
is displayed throughout the long period of celebra-
tion, which lasts for thirteen days. Accompanying
the festivities is the celebratory presence of a black-
faced clown, Hajji Firouz. In some parts of the coun-
try a ‘‘king’’ of the New Year is selected and catered
to during the holiday. On the thirteenth day he is
ritually sacrificed.

In some parts of Iran the winter solstice is cele-
brated in a special manner. Watermelons are saved
from the summer and hung in a protected place. On
the longest night of the year, family and friends
stay up all night, tell stories, and eat the water-
melons.
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The nation also celebrates Islamic Republic Day
on 1 April to mark the 1979 Revolution.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The role of the arts in Iran is
highly complex. On the one hand, Iranians have one
of the richest and most elaborate artistic traditions
in the world. On the other hand, Islamic leaders
disapprove of many forms of artistic expression.
Under the Pahlavi regime, especially under the pa-
tronage of the empress, Farah Diba, the arts were
heavily supported and promoted. Under the Islamic
republic this support has continued, but with many
fits, starts, and caveats. Moral censorship has in-
vaded virtually every form of artistic expression,
but the inventive Iranians somehow manage to pro-
duce marvelous art despite these restrictions.

Two Islamic prohibitions affect arts in the most
direct way: a prohibition against music, and one
against the depiction of humans and animals in art.
The prophet Muhammad disapproved of music be-
cause it acted to transport listeners to another men-
tal sphere, distracting them from attention to the
world created by God. The depiction of humans and
animals is disapproved on two grounds: first, be-
cause it could be construed as idolatry; and second,
because it could be seen as an attempt to create an
alternate universe to that created by God. Addition-
ally, the early Muslims considered poetry to be sus-
pect, since it was thought to be inspired by jinn. For
these reasons the Koran, certainly one of the most
poetic works ever created, is explicitly not poetry.
Chanting of the Koran is likewise not music. Over
the centuries Iranians have taken these prohibitions
somewhat lightly.

Literature. Iranian poets have penned some of the
most wonderful, moving poetry in the history of
humankind. The great poets Firdawsı̄, Hāfez,
Sa’adı̄, and Jalāl ad-D n ar-R m and a host of others
are an intimate part of the life of every Iranian.
Modern poets writing in non-metric styles are
equally revered, and the nation has developed a dis-
tinguished coterie of novelists, essayists, and expo-
nents of belles lettres, both male and female.

Graphic Arts. Persian miniature paintings illus-
trating Iranian epics and classic stories are among
the world’s great art treasures. These miniatures
depicted both humans and animals. Another tradi-
tion, more religiously approved, is the artistic devel-
opment of calligraphy. This is a highly developed
Iranian art, as it is throughout the Middle East. Iran
has its own styles of Arabic calligraphy, however,

and has developed many modern artists who fash-
ion common words into figurative art of great
beauty. Iran’s modern painters often use classic
themes from miniatures combined with calligraphy
for a uniquely Persian effect. Geometric design is
also approved, and is seen in architectural detail and
carpet design.

No discussion of Persian art would be complete
without mention of carpet making. Carpets are
Iran’s most important export item after oil, and
their creation is an art of the highest order. Carpets
are hand-knotted. The finest take years to complete
and have hundreds of knots per square inch. The
designs are drawn from a traditional stock of mo-
tifs, but are continually elaborated upon by
weavers. Each region of Iran has its own traditional
designs. Carpets are not only beautiful works of art,
they are investments. Older carpets are worth more
than new carpets. Every Iranian family will try to
own one, with the secure knowledge that if they
take care in their purchase it will always increase
in value.

Also of significance are the centuries-old tradi-
tions of silverwork, wood-block printing, enamel
ware, inlay work, and filigree jewelry manufacture.
These arts were revived during the Pahlavi era in
government-sponsored workshops and training
programs. This support has continued after the
Revolution, and owning excellent examples of these
artistic products has become a hallmark of good
taste in Iranian homes.

Performance Arts. Persian classical music is one of
the most elaborate and inspiring artistic forms ever
created. The musical system consists of twelve mo-
dal units called dastgah. These are divided into small
melodic units called gusheh, most of which are asso-
ciated with classic Persian poetic texts. A full per-
formance of classical music consists of alternating
arhythmic and rhythmic sections from a single
dastgah. The instrumentalist and the vocal artist
improvise within the modal structure, creating a
unique performance. Traditional instruments in-
clude the tar,: a lute like instrument with a body
shaped something like a figure eight; the setar, a
smaller lute with three strings and a small, round
body; the nei, a vertical flute; the kemanche, a small
vertical fiddle with a long neck and a small body;
the qanun, a larger, broader vertical fiddle; the
santur, a hammer dulcimer; the dombak, a double-
headed drum; and the daf, a large tambourine. Pop-
ular music forms are largely based on the more
melodic structures of classical music, and are highly
disapproved by the religious authorities. Many
popular Iranian musicians now live abroad, where
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Pipelines and storage tanks at a gas liquification plant in Bandar Mah Shar.

they record and export their music back to Iran.
Women are not allowed to perform music in public
under the current government.

Iran has two unique traditional dramatic
forms. The first, ta’zieh, is an elaborate pageant
depicting the death of Imam Hassain. In its full
form, it lasts ten days during the month of Muhar-
ram, and involves hundreds of performers and ani-
mals. The other dramatic form is less elevated, but
equally unique. It is a comic improvisatory form
known commonly as ru-howzi theater, because it
was typically performed on a platform placed over

the pool (howz) in a courtyard. Ru-howzi theater is
performed by itinerant troupes at weddings and
other celebrations, and is greatly appreciated. It has
undergone a revival since the Revolution. Modern
Western drama entered Iran at the end of the nine-
teenth century and attracted a number of fine play-
wrights whose works are regularly performed in
live theater and on television.

Iranian film has captured the interest of the
entire world in recent years, winning major inter-
national prizes. The Iranian film industry is decades
old, but in the 1970s it began to develop as a serious
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art form under the sponsorship of National Iranian
Radio and Television. Young film makers remained
in Iran after the Revolution to create masterpieces of
film art, despite censorship restrictions. This is
somewhat confounding for the religious officials of
the Islamic republic, since the most conservative of-
ficials condemned film attendance as immoral be-
fore the Revolution. Now they realize that Iranian
film makers give Iran a progressive, positive image,
and they grudgingly lend their support to the in-
dustry.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Iran has had a long and proud national tradition in
mathematics and the sciences. Iranians view this as
an emanation of their cultural heritage. During the
period from the ninth to the twelfth centuries the
greatest scientists in Baghdad, often thought of as
Arabs, were in fact Iranian scholars. Avicenna (Ibn
Sı̄nā) is perhaps the most famous of these. The high
regard for medicine and engineering has produced
the strongest education and research programs in
the country. More than half of all university stu-
dents are enrolled in these fields.

There are forty-four universities (fifteen in
Tehran) currently active in Iran along with a num-
ber of other institutes of higher learning and techni-
cal training. Approximately 450,000 students are
enrolled, men outnumbering women two to one.
The University of Tehran, Tehran Polytechnic Uni-
versity, the University of Isfahan, the University of
Shı̄rāz, and the University of Tabrı̄z are premier
educational institutions operating at a high interna-
tional standard.

One of the more interesting developments fol-
lowing the Revolution was the establishment of the
Islamic Open University. This was largely due to
student discontent with the restrictive admission
policies of the existing universities. Set up through-
out the country, it is truly a university without
walls, enrolling nearly 400,000 students. Although
admission examinations are required, it is not nec-
essary for applicants to submit standard high
school diplomas for admission.

A third innovation in higher education has been
the establishment of a correspondence institution,
the Remote University. This is open to everyone, but
in practicality it serves primarily government offi-
cials, teachers, and civil servants who wish to fur-
ther their education.

The nation has enough applied scientists to
carry out the functions of infrastructure mainte-

nance and health care. Nevertheless, research insti-
tutes have suffered severe declines since the Revolu-
tion. Many of the country’s best scientists and
researchers emigrated to Europe and the United
States. A few have returned, but the combination of
the massive brain drain and the relatively young
population of the nation indicate that it will be some
time before much rebuilding can take place.

The government has realized that this is a prob-
lem and has increased appropriations to research
institutes in recent years. The National Research
Council formulates national research policy. The
Industrial and Scientific Research Organization of
the Culture and Higher Education Ministry carries
out research for the government. Other institutes,
such as the Institute for Theoretical Physics and
Mathematics and the Institute for Oceanographic
Research, are given little support.

Social science research is somewhat underdevel-
oped in Iran. Where it exists it has been developed on
French models. The University of Tehran has strong
faculties in sociology, psychology, and linguistics,
and an active Institute for Social Studies and Re-
search. The University of Shı̄rāz also has instruc-
tion and research in anthropology and sociology.
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CULTURE NAME

Iraqi

ORIENTATION

Identification. Modern Iraq covers almost the
same area as ancient Mesopotamia, which centered
on the land between the Tigres and the Euphrates
Rivers. Mesopotamia, also referred to as the Fertile
Crescent, was an important center of early civiliza-
tion and saw the rise and fall of many cultures and
settlements. In the medieval era, Iraq was the name
of an Arab province that made up the southern half
of the modern-day country. In today’s Republic of
Iraq, where Islam is the state religion and claims the
beliefs of 95 percent of the population, the majority
of Iraqis identify with Arab culture. The second-
largest cultural group is the Kurds, who are in the
highlands and mountain valleys of the north in a
politically autonomous settlement. The Kurds oc-
cupy the provinces of As Sulaymaniyah, Dahuk
and Irbil, the area of which is commonly referred to
as Kurdistan.

Location and Geography. Iraq, in the Middle East,
is 168,754 square miles (437,073 square kilome-
ters), which is comparable to twice the size of Idaho.
Iraq is bordered by Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Ara-
bia, Syria, Turkey, and the Persian Gulf. Baghdad
was the name of a village that the Arabs chose to
develop as their capital and is in the central plains.
The northern border areas near Iran and Turkey are
mountainous and experience cold, harsh winters,
while the west is mostly desert. The differences in
climate have influenced the economies of the vari-
ous areas and ethnic groups, especially since a large
part of the economy used to be agriculturally based.

Demography. The estimated Iraqi population for
2000 is 22,675,617 people. Arabs comprise about
three-fourths of the population, and Kurds com-
pose about one-fifth. The remaining people are di-
vided into several ethnic groups, including Assyr-

ian, Turkoman, Chaldean, Armenian, Yazidi, and
Jewish.

Linguistic Affiliation. Almost all Iraqis speak and
understand their official language, Arabic. Arabic, a
Semitic language, was introduced by the Arab con-
querors and has three different forms: classical,
modern standard, and spoken. Classical Arabic, best
known by scholars, is the written language of the
Qur’an. Modern standard Arabic, which has virtu-
ally the same structure in all Arabic-speaking coun-
tries, is taught in schools for reading and writing.
The spoken language is Iraqi Arabic, and is ex-
tremely similar to that which is spoken in Syria,
Lebanon, and parts of Jordan. Those who go to
school learn Modern Standard Arabic, and many
that do not attend school are likely to at least under-
stand it. The major differences between modern
standard and Iraqi Arabic are changes in verb form,
and an overall simplicity in grammar of the spoken
Arabic.

Kurdish is the official language in Kurdistan,
and serves to distinguish Kurds from other Iraqis. It
is not of Semitic origin nor an Arab or Persian
dialect, but a distinct language from the Indo-Euro-
pean family. Other minority languages include Ar-
amaic, Turkic, Armenian, and Persian.

Symbolism. In the 1970s a cultural campaign was
launched to influence a national consciousness
based on Iraq’s history, including the pre-Islam era
and the former glory of Mesopotamia and Babylon.
The goal was to focus on a new cultural life for
modern Iraq and to emphasize Iraq’s uniqueness,
especially in the Arab world. Archaeological mu-
seums were built in several cities, which held exhibi-
tions and educational programs especially for chil-
dren, so that they were made aware of the historical
importance of their culture and nation. In order to
promote this center of attention on history, several
ancient sites from the city of Babylon were re-
constructed, such as the Ziggurat of Aqarquf, the
ruins of Babylon, the temple of Ishtar, the southern
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fortress of Nebuchadnezzar, and the Greek am-
phitheater.

The Iraqi flag is also an important national
symbol, and is composed of three colored, horizon-
tal sections, starting with red on the top, white, and
black. On the white band there are three green five-
pointed stars. During the Persian Gulf War in 1991,
the phrase Allahu Akbar (God is great) was added to

the flag. The flag resembles other Arab countries’
flags and demonstrates Iraqi faith in Allah and Arab
unity.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Starting from prehis-
tory, the area of Mesopotamia has been under the
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Iraqi men socialize at a tea stall in Baghdad.

control of several civilizations. In about 4000 B.C.E.
the land belonged to the Sumerians, who built ad-
vanced irrigation systems, developed cereal agricul-
ture, invented the earliest form of writing, a math
system on which time in the modern world is based,
the wheel, and the first plow. Literature was pro-
duced, including the first known recorded story, the
Epic of Gilgamesh. Unlike their Egyptian counter-
parts who believed that all land belonged to the
pharaoh, Sumerians believed in private property,
still an important notion in Iraq today.

When the Sumerian civilization collapsed in
about 1700 B.C.E., King Hammurabi took over the
area and renamed it Babylonia. Hammurabi, a great
leader known for creating the first recorded legal
code in history, united the Assyrians and Babylo-
nians in harmony. Following several changes in
power, Nebuchadnezzar II came to rule from 604 to
562 B.C.E., and restored Babylonia to its former
glory. Babylon, which is about thirty miles (forty-
eight kilometers) south of modern-day Baghdad,
became the most famous city in the world, and
boasted, among other things, the Hanging Gardens
of Babylon.

In 323 B.C.E. Babylonia became part of the Per-
sian Empire, until Arab Muslims overtook it in 634
C.E. At the time of the invasion, the people of Meso-
potamia were mostly Christian, and paid non-Mus-

lim taxes to the invaders. As the Persians were even-
tually defeated, the people of Mesopotamia began to
convert to Islam and intermarry with Arabs. In 762
C.E. the capital city of Baghdad was founded, and it
became an important commercial, cultural, and ed-
ucational center. It linked Asia to Mediterranean
countries via trade; welcomed visitors, scholars,
and commercial traders from all over the world; and
produced incredible philosophical and scientific
works by both Arab and Persian thinkers.

The 1200s witnessed yet another invasion, and
control went to the Mongols, who ruled until the
1400s. The Ottoman Turks took control in the six-
teenth century, in a reign that lasted until the end of
World War I. When the Ottoman Empire was de-
feated in that war, the League of Nations assigned
Britain to set up the administration in Mesopota-
mia. The British defined the territory of Iraq, and in
doing so paid little attention to natural boundaries
and ethnic divisions. They set up the institutional
framework for government and politics, which in-
cluded installation of a monarchy and influence in
writing the constitution. On 14 July 1958 the mon-
archy was overthrown, and Iraq was declared a
republic. The following ten years were followed by
much political instability. Then, on 17 July 1968,
another coup d’état occurred, which brought to
power the Baath Party, today’s government leader.
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National Identity. Arab rule during the medieval
period had the greatest cultural impact on modern
Iraq. The dominating culture within Iraq is Arab,
and most Arabs are Muslim. Iraqi Muslims are split
into two groups, the Sunnis and the Shias (Shiites).
The Sunnis, a majority in Islam, are a minority in
Iraq, and the Shias, a minority in the Arab world,
are the majority in Iraq. Between the Shia and Sunni
Muslims, loyalty to Iraq has come to be a common
factor. Though they have differing views, both
Sunnis and Shias hold high leadership positions in
the government (including the Sunni Saddam
Hussein), as do some Christians.

The Arab culture, as influenced by the con-
querors in the seventh century, withstood many
changes of power throughout the centuries, and
managed to remain influential. In the nineteenth
century, while the Ottoman Empire was focusing
on the ‘‘Turkification’’ of its people, rebels in Meso-
potamia were building their Arab nationalist move-
ment. They were granted an opportunity to act
during World War I, when the British agreed to
recognize Arab independence in Mesopotamia if
they helped fight against the Turks. Though Iraq
was subject to British mandate rule following the
defeat of the Ottoman Empire, Arab nationalism
stood strong. For the next few decades, even after
independence from Britain, the government’s atti-
tude wavered between being pro-British and Arab
nationalist. Today Iraq stands firm in its belief in
pro-Arab nationalism.

Ethnic Relations. The largest minority in Iraq, the
Kurds, continually battle with the majority Arabs,
and the sparring between these two cultural groups
has contributed to a survivalist mentality for the
Kurds. The Turkomans, who populate the northern
mountainous areas, also have had strained rela-
tions with the Kurds due to their historical role as
buffers between Arab and Kurdish areas. Other cul-
tural groups who are sometimes subject to the will
of the Arab majority are the Yazidis, who are of
Kurdish descent, but differ from the Kurds because
of their unique religion. There are the Assyrians,
who are direct descendents of the ancient Mesopo-
tamian people and speak Aramaic. They are mainly
Christian, and though they compose a significant
minority in Iraq, the government does not officially
recognize them as an ethnic group. Regarding rela-
tions with other countries, Iraq’s Shias have been
the traditional enemies of Persians for centuries;
this contributed to Iraq fighting Iran in a costly war
from 1980 to 1988 over a land dispute. The Iraqi
Kurdish population is surrounded by fellow Kurds

in the countries of Iran, Turkey, Syria, and Azer-
baijan.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Iraq’s economy was once based on agriculture,
which stipulated a large rural population. However,
due to oil production, an economic boom hit Iraq in
the 1970s, and with the change of economic basis,
much of population migrated toward urban cen-
ters. Modern apartment and office buildings sprang
up in Baghdad, and programs and services such as
education and health care developed with the shift
from rural areas to urban population centers. In
addition to modernization, the influx of monetary
resources allowed Iraq to do things for its cultural
identity and preservation, especially in architecture.
High priority was placed on restoring and building
according to historic style, and the structures tar-
geted included archaeological sites, mosques, and
government buildings. Some of the traditional as-
pects of the architecture include rooms surrounding
an open center or courtyard, and use of multiple
colors, tiles, and arches.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Prior to the United Nations
economic sanctions, the traditional diet included
rice with soup or sauce, accompanied by lamb and
vegetables. Today, because food is tightly rationed,
most people eat rice or another grain sometimes
with sauce. Both vegetables and meat are hard to
come by. In rural areas it is customary for families
to eat together out of a common bowl, while in
urban areas individuals eat with plates and utensils.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. It is tra-
ditional to sacrifice a lamb or a goat to celebrate
holidays. However, today few Iraqis have the
means to do this, and celebrations are now minimal.

Basic Economy. Iraq’s economy is currently in a
difficult position. Following the 1991 Persian Gulf
War, the United Nations imposed Security Council
Resolution 687, which requires Iraq to disclose the
full extent of its programs to develop chemical and
nuclear weapons and missiles, and to eliminate its
weapons of mass destruction. Until Iraq complies
with these requirements, the United Nations attests
that there will be an economic embargo and trade
sanctions against Iraq. At first the resolution meant
that Iraq could not assume trade relations with any
foreign country. In 1996 the United Nations modi-
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The Dora Oil Refinery in Baghdad. The most important industries in Iraq produce crude oil, petroleum products, and natural gas.

fied the sanctions and implemented the oil-for-food
program, which allows Iraq to pump and sell a
limited amount of oil for humanitarian purposes,
with no direct exchange of cash, but rather with all
transactions taking place through an offshore es-
crow account. Two-thirds of the proceeds are to be
spent on food and medicine for the Iraqi people; the
remaining third is to be directed to victims of Iraq’s
occupation of Kuwait.

Prior to the sanctions, Iraq imported about 70
percent of its food. However, food shortages have
forced people to grow their own, but given the
severity of the economic situation of the country, it
is difficult for Iraqis to find the means to do this.
Items that are imported through the oil-for-food
program are distributed to people in a food basket
on the first of each month. The rations are estimated
to last twenty to twenty-three days and include
flour, tea, sugar, rice, beans, milk, cooking oil, soap,
and salt.

Land Tenure and Property. Private property was
an important notion first introduced by the
Sumerians during their control of Mesopotamia,
and emerged again in the late nineteenth century.
The reintroduction of private property had a major
impact on Iraq’s social system, as it went from a
feudal society where sheikhs provided both spiritual

and tribal leadership for the inhabitants, to one sep-
arated between landowners and sharecroppers. At
present many people have sold or are selling their
land to the government to purchase essentials such
as food and medicine. Though private property does
exist, fewer and fewer people can now claim it.

Commercial Activities. Oil, mining, manufactur-
ing, construction, and agriculture are the major
types of goods and services produced for sale.

Major Industries. Crude oil, refined petroleum
products, and natural gas are products produced by
the most important industry in Iraq. Other prod-
ucts and services include light manufacturing, food
processing, textiles, and mining of nonmetallic
minerals.

Trade. Iraq may only legally trade with other
countries through the oil-for-food program,
wherein they are allowed to sell oil to buy basic food
supplies. However, diplomatic reports have indi-
cated that Iraq has been illegally exporting some of
its medical supplies and food, purchased through
the oil-for-food program, to Lebanon, Syria, and
Jordan. Prior to the sanctions, Iraq’s main exports
were crude oil, refined petroleum products, natural
gas, chemical fertilizers, and dates. Its major trade
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partners were Russia, France, Brazil, Spain, and Ja-
pan.

Division of Labor. It is common for jobs to be
assigned through knowing people in the govern-
ment. Those who enter the military may have more
opportunity locating work, as they are trained for
jobs that are specifically needed in the country.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Arabs, Kurds, and other eth-
nic groups each have their own social stratospheres,
and no one ethnicity dominates another in a caste
system. In terms of social class there is great dispar-
ity between rich and poor. Those who compose the
high class in society of Iraq are essentially chosen by
the government, since there is no opportunity to
start a business or make a name for oneself without
the endorsement of the government. The once-
dominant middle class of the 1970s has deteriorated
in the face of the economic crisis. These people, who
are very well educated, now perform unskilled lab-
or, if they have jobs at all, and have joined the
ranking of the majority lower or poor class.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Iraq is a republic divided into eigh-
teen provinces, which are subdivided into districts.
There is a National Assembly elected every four
years, and they meet twice annually and work with
the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) to
make legislative decisions. The RCC holds ultimate
authority over legislative decisions, and the chair-
man of the RCC is also president of the country. The
president exercises all executive decision-making
powers, and he as well as the vice presidents are
elected by a two-thirds majority vote of the RCC.
There is universal suffrage at age eighteen, and the
popular vote elects 220 of the 250 seats in the Na-
tional Assembly. The president chooses the remain-
ing 30 seats, which belong to the three provinces of
Kurdistan; he also appoints judges.

Leadership and Political Officials. On 16 July
1979 Saddam Hussein became president of Iraq, and
has been reelected since. He is also the prime minis-
ter, as well as chairman of the RCC. The Baath
Party, which stands for Arab Socialist Resurrection,
is the controlling party of the government and the
most powerful political party. Its authority is the
Regional Command, and the secretary general of the
Regional Command is Saddam Hussein.

Political activities are carried out through the
Progressive National Front (PNF), which is an offi-
cial organization of political parties. PNF partici-
pants include the Iraqi Communist Party, Kurdish
political parties, and other independent groups. Pol-
itics that try to be exercised outside the framework
of the PNF are banned.

Though granted the right to vote for some posi-
tions, many Iraqis feel that elections are fixed. They
also fear that they might vote for the ‘‘wrong’’
candidate and that they may be punished for doing
so. It is a crime for any Iraqi to speak out against the
government, and those who disagree with it place
themselves and their families at great risk of being
persecuted, as many citizens will turn in fellow
Iraqis they feel are not loyal to the government or
Saddam Hussein.

Social Problems and Control. The head of the
formal judicial system is the Court of Cassation,
which is the highest court in the country. There are
other levels of courts, and all judges are govern-
ment-appointed. Personal disputes are handled by
religious community courts, which are based on
Islamic law. Normally punishment is swift for
crimes, with no long court trials and with severe
sentences.

The crime rate has been traditionally low, but
following the United Nations embargo, there has
been an increase in crime, especially theft. In addi-
tion to crimes by the general public, many crimes
by corrupt police and military forces have been re-
ported, the most common being bribery and black-
mail. Conditions in prisons are said to be extremely
harsh. Prisoners are housed with more than twenty
people in a cell meant for two, with no sanitation
system, and no food is given unless brought by
relatives. Other punishment practices include tor-
ture, often in front of family members, and execu-
tion.

Military Activity. Current statistics about Iraq’s
military are not available, though it is believed to be
one of the strongest in the world. In 1994 a report
indicated that Iraq spent $2.6 billion (U.S.) on its
military. Iraq has not officially stated that military
service is compulsory, but another statistic from
1994 stated that most of the 382,000 service people
were required to be in the military. The average
length of service was eighteen to twenty-four
months, and there were another 650,000 in the
reserves. Regarding compensation, wages for those
who fought in the Iran-Iraq War were generous.
Journalists reported that families who lost a son in
the fighting would receive compensation in such
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A residential district in Baghdad. After the economic boom of the 1970s, high priority was placed on restoring and building
according to historic style.

forms as an automobile, a generous pension for life,
real estate, and loans with easy terms for repay-
ment. It is estimated that current compensation to
the military has changed, but no specific informa-
tion is available.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Before the Persian Gulf War, welfare benefits such
as Social Security, pensions for retirees and disabled
people, and money for maternity and sick leaves
were available. Currently the only known welfare
programs are food distribution and medical aid
food. Some nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) have been involved, but unless the Iraqi
government can direct NGO operations, they are
not permitted to function.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

The most important NGOs are those that are re-
sponsible for food rationing and distribution, medi-
cal aid, and rebuilding of water and sewage treat-
ment facilities. Many of the NGOs, such as the
World Food Program, are associated with the
United Nations. Currently Iraqi leaders have been

turning down humanitarian efforts and have re-
fused offers of relief from private medical groups.
They recently expelled representatives of the Middle
East Council of Churches, and denied entry of a
Russian envoy from the United Nations who was to
investigate the cases of missing persons since 1990.
The only NGOs Iraq allows are foreign antisanc-
tions protesters, who bring in small amounts of aid
but who are welcome principally because of the
propaganda they provide.

The presence of NGOs is different between the
south and the three provinces of Kurdistan in the
north. The Kurds welcomed NGOs in 1991, imme-
diately following the Persian Gulf War, while they
were not allowed in the South until 1996. Kurdistan
hosts more than thirty NGOs, while in 1999 there
were eleven in the south, with even fewer in 2000.
Local Kurdish officials work with the United
Nations to manage food, health, and economic pro-
grams, while the resources and control of the NGOs
are restricted in the south. Due to the attitude
toward NGOs as well as other contributing factors
such as arable land, population, and availability of
natural resources, the north is more productive ag-
riculturally and economically and has a more ad-
vanced health system infrastructure. The south,
under Iraqi control and closed to outside help, has
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An Iraqi woman collects her monthly food rations from the Red Cross in Baghdad.

suffered with more food, health, and economic
problems.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. During the Iran-
Iraq War, with so many men fighting in the mili-
tary, women were required to study in fields and to
work in positions normally filled by men. Many
women joined the labor force as teachers, physi-
cians, dentists, factory workers, and civil servants,
with the majority performing unskilled labor.
Women professionals, such as doctors, are nor-
mally pediatricians or obstetricians, so that they
work with only women or children. Those drafted
into the workforce during the Iran-Iraq War were
also made to comply with about a one-third deduc-
tion from their salary to go toward the war effort.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
General Federation for Iraqi Women (GFIW) is a
government organization for women with eighteen
branches, one in each province. Its stated goal is to
officially organize women, promote literacy and
higher education, and encourage women in the lab-
or force. The federation supported big legislative
steps, such as a 1977 law that said a woman may be
appointed an officer in the military if she has a
university degree in medicine, dentistry, or phar-

macy. However, it has had little impact on issues
that affect women as individuals, such as polyg-
amy, divorce, and inheritance.

Many believe that the GFIW is not really func-
tioning in the interests of women, but rather in the
interests of the Baathist regime. Instead of trying to
improve the situation of women in Iraq, the gov-
ernment seems to use the federation as a means to
exercise control over them. In an address to the
federation, Saddam said that an educated and liber-
ated mother is one who will give back to the coun-
try conscious and committed fighters for Iraq. An
underlying goal of the GFIW, whether it is stated or
not, is to encourage women to ‘‘liberate’’ them-
selves through commitment to the Iraqi revolution.

In politics Iraq was the first Arab country ever
to elect a woman to a parliamentary position.
Though an incredible advancement for women in
the Arab world, many believe that rather than exer-
cising real authority, she was put in power to
falsely demonstrate the controlling regime as a pro-
gressive one. Today there are women in politics,
though the legitimacy of their authority is often
questioned. In Islam, the state religion, women do
not hold any leadership roles. Many cannot go to
the mosque to pray, and if they do, they are segre-
gated from the men. It is largely due to Islamic
influence that women do not enjoy the same social
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rights and privileges as men, and if gender reform is
to take place, it will have to be within the context of
Islamic law.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. In the past, arranged marriages were
common. However, this practice is becoming more
rare, and a law was passed that gave authority to a
state-appointed judge to overrule the wishes of the
father in the event of an early marriage. The Mus-
lim majority traditionally views marriage as a con-
tract between two families, as the family’s needs are
considered most important. In urban settings,
women and men have more options in choosing
their spouses, though the proposed spouse still
must have parental approval. Partners often come
from the same kin group, and though marriage
between different ethnic groups is accepted, it is not
too common. The ruling Baath regime considers
marriage to be a national duty that should be
guided and encouraged. Starting in 1982, women
were forbidden to marry non-Iraqi men. If they
were already married, they were prohibited from
transferring money or property to their spouses.

Following the Iran-Iraq War, the loss of men’s
lives was so severe that the government embarked
on a campaign to increase the population. Govern-
ment grants were given to men to marry war
widows, and polygamy, once rare, became more
common. Divorce is accepted, but usually is left
solely as a decision of the husband. If the husband
wishes to be divorced, it is normally without ques-
tion or problem, while it is close to impossible for a
woman to initiate a divorce proceeding. In the event
of divorce, custody is supposed to be granted based
on what is best for the child’s welfare.

Domestic Unit. Couples can live in either of two
ways: with the husband’s extended family, or as a
nuclear family. At present, with economic hard-
ships, families tend to live with extended house-
holds. The extended family unit consists of the older
couple, sons, their wives and families, and unmar-
ried daughters. Other dependent relatives also may
make up part of this group, and the oldest male
heads the group. He manages property and makes
the final decisions regarding such things as the type
of education the children receive, their occupations,
and whom they will marry. In this living arrange-
ment household and child-rearing tasks are shared
among all female members of the larger families. If
the couple can afford to live in a nuclear household,
women, even though they work outside the home,
retain all domestic and child-care responsibilities.

The challenge of the woman’s role in this situation
is that there is no change in cooking methods or
materials, and they are isolated from the help and
emotional support of other female family members.
Families often grow large, because the Iraqi govern-
ment has stated that every family should have five
children, as four children or fewer is considered a
threat to national security. Considering the extreme
hardships families now face in light of economic
hardship and harsh living conditions, the goal of
many is now to simply feed their families and pre-
serve a semblance of some sort of home life.

Inheritance. Based on the Islamic rule, a man in-
herits twice as much as a woman. The justification
for this is that women are to be protected by their
male relatives, so men need to be granted more
means to provide. Normally, property and belong-
ings are passed down through the family, split two-
to-one between sons and daughters.

Kin Groups. Large kin groups are the fundamental
social units, and are of higher importance than
ethnic, social class, and sectarian lines. Familial loy-
alty is considered an essential quality, and the fam-
ily is mutually protective of each other. The kin
group usually is organized through descent and
marriage and involves three generations, many of
whom live together. They often cooperate in areas
such as agriculture and land ownership. If some
family members live in nuclear families, they keep
up practices such as depending on one another and
asking the elders for advice. Individual status within
the group is determined by the family’s position and
the individual’s position within that group.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Children are the mother’s responsibil-
ity, and in extended domestic units other female
members also take care of the children. Children
normally imitate older siblings, and obedience and
loyalty to elders are of vital importance. Boys and
girls have different upbringings, as a boy’s birth
into the family is usually celebrated, while a girl’s
typically is not. The boy is thought to be more
valuable to a family, given his potential to work,
while the girl is considered more of a dependent. At
puberty girls are separated from boys and have
much less freedom than boys.

Child Rearing and Education. The family holds
an important role in teaching values, and they con-
sider it their duty and feel responsible for other
family members’ behaviors. A good child is loyal,
obedient, and does not question authority. The
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In March 1991, two million Kurds fled Iraq, settling at camps on the border to wait for humanitarian aid.

most important value impressed upon young girls
and boys is premarital chastity. In addition, girls are
taught ideas of weakness, naı̈veté, resignation, and
passivity, while boys go with men at an early age to
learn the worth of authority and dominance.

In urban settings, more authority is found in
schools rather than with the family. Schools teach
about religion and values that stem from it. One
present problem, however, is that differing values
are taught in schools than are taught in families.
State schools tend to emphasize national sover-
eignty, Arab unity, economic security, and social-
ism, while families usually focus on such values as
love, people, generosity, and religion. Many families
also fear that their children acquire violent views
and habits such as spying while in school.

Higher Education. Prior to the Persian Gulf War
higher education was greatly prized, and the state
used to pay for all of it, even literacy classes for
adults. In the 1980s the literacy rate was about 80
percent, and there were several plans to build new
universities and expand existing ones. During the
Iran-Iraq War the government refused to recruit or
draft university students, claiming that they would
ensure the future of Iraq. However, the situation
has gravely changed since the Persian Gulf War. No

current literacy statistic is available, but in 1995 the
rate was estimated to be 42 percent, a sharp drop
from the previous decade. Also, there is no indica-
tion that the universities were ever expanded. Fewer
women than men receive the highest levels of edu-
cation.

ETIQUETTE

In general, both adults and children keep to them-
selves and are not loud and boisterous, especially in
public. Men commonly hold hands or kiss when
greeting each other, but this is not the case for men
and women. Respect is given to the elderly and
women, especially those with children, as men give
up their seats to them on buses and trains.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Islam is the officially recognized
religion of Iraq and is practiced by 95 percent of the
population. Islam itself does not distinguish between
church and state, so any distinctions between reli-
gious and secular law are the result of more recent
developments. There are two forms of Muslims in
Iraq, the majority Shias (Shiites) and the minority
Sunnis. The Shias believe that the original twelve im-
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The ziggurat of Nanna, built around 2100 B.C.E. in the ancient city of Ur by Shulgi.

ams (Islamic leaders) were both spiritual and tempo-
ral leaders and that the caliph, or successor of
Muhammad and leader of Islam, is selected through
lineage and descent. The Sunnis believe that the im-
amswere strictlytemporal leadersandthatthecaliph
should be elected. The Sunni sect is considered the
orthodox branch of Islam. A small percentage of the
population is Christian, divided into four churches:
Chaldean, Nestorian, Jacobite (Syrian) Orthodox,
and Syrian Catholic. The Yazidis, a cultural group
living in thenorthern mountains, believe in areligion
thatcombinespaganism,Zoroastrianism,Christian-
ity, and Islam. They are concentrated in the Sinjar
Mountains in the north and are herders and cultiva-
tors. In thepast theyhavebeenvictimsofpersecution
due to their religiousbeliefs andpractices, oftenbeing
called heretical.

Religious Practitioners. There are five pillars of
Islam: praise of Allah as the only God, with
Muhammad as his prophet; prayer five times per
day; almsgiving; fasting; and pilgrimage to Mecca.
Muezzins invoke a call to prayer, reminding every-
one it is either time to pray or to call them to the
mosque, and imams lead the prayers. Imams are
not required to go through formal training, but
usually are men of importance in their communi-
ties and are appointed by the government. During

Ramadan, men gather in homes or the marketplace
to participate in readings of the Qur’an led by
mumins (men trained at a religious school in An
Najaf) or by mullahs (men apprenticed with older
specialists). Christians are organized under a bishop
who resides in Baghdad, and gather for Mass on
Sundays.

Rituals and Holy Places. Muslims gather at the
mosque every Friday for afternoon prayer.
Ramadan falls in the ninth month of the Muslim
calendar, which is on a lunar cycle and thus falls
during different times of the year. The month en-
tails a period of fasting from all food, drink, and
activities such as smoking and sexual intercourse
during daylight hours. At night the fast is broken,
and on the first day of the tenth month there is a
celebration, Id al Fitr, to acknowledge the end of the
fast. During Id al Adha, on the tenth day of the
twelfth month, there is a sacrificial festival. Both
this and the one following Ramadan last for three or
four days, and people dress up, visit each other,
exchange gifts, and also visit cemeteries.

Death and the Afterlife. Funerals are very simple
and somber events. People are buried on the day
following their death, and are wrapped in a white
cloth and placed in a plain box, if available. Whether
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the person is rich or poor, funerals are generally the
same for everyone.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Health care is socialized, with a few private hospi-
tals. The current situation of hospitals is dire, as
they are tremendously understaffed, under-
equipped, and overbooked. There has been a dra-
matic rise in disease since 1990, due to chemicals
used in the fighting of the Persian Gulf War, and
from malnutrition and bacterial disease exacerbated
by conditions resulting from the economic em-
bargo. In the 1980s Iraq was extremely advanced in
health care, but lack of resources and education has
compromised medical advancement, and in fact has
caused it to regress. Doctors who could once cure
many diseases through medicine or surgery are no
longer able to do so due for lack of resources. Be-
cause Iraq was so advanced in medical expertise in
the past, there was little reliance on traditional med-
icine. The current situation is disheartening for
older physicians, because they are not able to do
medical procedures that they have the capability to
perform, and young physicians are no longer edu-
cated in the available techniques that older physi-
cians know. The health care situation is rapidly
deteriorating, and once-controlled diseases such as
malnutrition, diarrhea, typhoid fever, measles,
chicken pox, and cholera are reappearing in great
numbers; in addition, there is a large increase in
diseases such as leukemia and other cancers.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The Anniversary of the Revolution is 17 July and
the most important secular holiday. It was on this
day in 1968 that the Baath Party took control of the
Republic of Iraq. Other holidays celebrate Islamic
feasts and include the day following the month-
long fast of Ramadan (Id al Fitr), the sacrificial festi-
val of Id al Adha, the birth of Muhammad, and a
pilgrim’s return from Mecca.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The government supports
artists, provided they are chosen by the state and do
works requested by the state. For example, all writ-
ers, when commissioned by the state, must include
praise to Saddam Hussein in their work. In general,
artistic forms of thought and expression have been
banned. Private ownership of typewriters and pho-
tocopiers is prohibited, so that no independent writ-
ings may be published or distributed. In addition,

publishing houses, distribution networks, newspa-
pers, art galleries, theaters, and film companies are
subject to state censorship and must register all
writing equipment with authorities. The end result
is that artists are unable to express themselves
freely.

Graphic Arts. Islamic art is very important, as are
ceramics, carpets, and Islamic-style fashion design.
In 1970 the Iraqi Fashion House opened, and design
concentrated on the preservation of traditional at-
tire and historical style. At present historical art,
which is colorful and fine, has been reduced to art
produced for function, such as sculptures of politi-
cal figures and propaganda for the government.

Performance Arts. Music festivals have been im-
portant, such as the Babylon International Music
and Arts Festival (last held in 1987 and 1995). Inter-
national orchestras and performance troupes were
invited to perform in the restored sites of Babylon,
and people from all over the world attended. At
present due to the harsh and severe living condi-
tions, there are no resources to allocate to perform-
ance arts.
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CULTURE NAME

Irish

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Na hÉireanneach; Na Gaeil

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Republic of Ireland (Poblacht
na hÉireann in Irish, although commonly referred
to as Éire, or Ireland) occupies five-sixths of the
island of Ireland, the second largest island of the
British Isles. Irish is the common term of reference
for the country’s citizens, its national culture, and
its national language. While Irish national culture is
relatively homogeneous when compared to multi-
national and multicultural states elsewhere, Irish
people recognize both some minor and some signifi-
cant cultural distinctions that are internal to the
country and to the island. In 1922 Ireland, which
until then had been part of the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Ireland, was politically divided
into the Irish Free State (later the Republic of Ireland)
and Northern Ireland, which continued as part of
the renamed United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland occupies the re-
maining sixth of the island. Almost eighty years of
separation have resulted in diverging patterns of
national cultural development between these two
neighbors, as seen in language and dialect, religion,
government and politics, sport, music, and business
culture. Nevertheless, the largest minority popula-
tion in Northern Ireland (approximately 42 percent
of the total population of 1.66 million) consider
themselves to be nationally and ethnically Irish, and
they point to the similarities between their national
culture and that of the Republic as one reason why
they, and Northern Ireland, should be reunited with
the Republic, in what would then constitute an all-
island nation-state. The majority population in
Northern Ireland, who consider themselves to be

nationally British, and who identify with the politi-
cal communities of Unionism and Loyalism, do not
seek unification with Ireland, but rather wish to
maintain their traditional ties to Britain.

Within the Republic, cultural distinctions are
recognized between urban and rural areas (espe-
cially between the capital city Dublin and the rest of
the country), and between regional cultures, which
are most often discussed in terms of the West, the
South, the Midlands, and the North, and which
correspond roughly to the traditional Irish prov-
inces of Connacht, Munster, Leinster, and Ulster,
respectively. While the overwhelming majority of
Irish people consider themselves to be ethnically
Irish, some Irish nationals see themselves as Irish of
British descent, a group sometimes referred to as the
‘‘Anglo-Irish’’ or ‘‘West Britons.’’ Another impor-
tant cultural minority are Irish ‘‘Travellers,’’ who
have historically been an itinerant ethnic group
known for their roles in the informal economy as
artisans, traders, and entertainers. There are also
small religious minorities (such as Irish Jews), and
ethnic minorities (such as Chinese, Indians, and
Pakistanis), who have retained many aspects of cul-
tural identification with their original national cul-
tures.

Location and Geography. Ireland is in the far
west of Europe, in the North Atlantic Ocean, west of
the island of Great Britain. The island is 302 miles
(486 kilometers) long, north to south, and 174
miles (280 kilometers) at its widest point. The area
of the island is 32,599 square miles (84,431 square
kilometers), of which the Republic covers 27, 136
square miles (70,280 square kilometers). The Re-
public has 223 miles (360 kilometers) of land bor-
der, all with the United Kingdom, and 898 miles
(1,448 kilometers) of coastline. It is separated from
its neighboring island of Great Britain to the east by
the Irish Sea, the North Channel, and Saint George’s
Channel. The climate is temperate maritime, modi-
fied by the North Atlantic Current. Ireland has mild
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winters and cool summers. Because of the high
precipitation, the climate is consistently humid. The
Republic is marked by a low-lying fertile central
plain surrounded by hills and uncultivated small
mountains around the outer rim of the island. Its
high point is 3,414 feet (1,041 meters). The largest
river is the Shannon, which rises in the northern
hills and flows south and west into the Atlantic. The
capital city, Dublin (Baile Átha Cliath in Irish), at
the mouth of the River Liffey in central eastern
Ireland, on the original site of a Viking settlement, is
currently home to almost 40 percent of the Irish
population; it served as the capital of Ireland before
and during Ireland’s integration within the United

Kingdom. As a result, Dublin has long been noted as
the center of the oldest Anglophone and British-
oriented area of Ireland; the region around the city
has been known as the ‘‘English Pale’’ since medi-
eval times.

Demography. The population of the Republic of
Ireland was 3,626,087 in 1996, an increase of
100,368 since the 1991 census. The Irish popula-
tion has increased slowly since the drop in popula-
tion that occurred in the 1920s. This rise in popula-
tion is expected to continue as the birthrate has
steadily increased while the death rate has steadily
decreased. Life expectancy for males and females
born in 1991 was 72.3 and 77.9, respectively (these
figures for 1926 were 57.4 and 57.9, respectively).
The national population in 1996 was relatively
young: 1,016,000 people were in the 25–44 age
group, and 1,492,000 people were younger than
25. The greater Dublin area had 953,000 people in
1996, while Cork, the nation’s second largest city,
was home to 180,000. Although Ireland is known
worldwide for its rural scenery and lifestyle, in
1996 1,611,000 of its people lived in its 21 most
populated cities and towns, and 59 percent of the
population lived in urban areas of one thousand
people or more. The population density in 1996 was
135 per square mile (52 per square kilometer).

Linguistic Affiliation. Irish (Gaelic) and English
are the two official languages of Ireland. Irish is a
Celtic (Indo-European) language, part of the
Goidelic branch of insular Celtic (as are Scottish
Gaelic and Manx). Irish evolved from the language
brought to the island in the Celtic migrations be-
tween the sixth and the second century B.C.E. De-
spite hundreds of years of Norse and Anglo-Nor-
man migration, by the sixteenth century Irish was
the vernacular for almost all of the population of
Ireland. The subsequent Tudor and Stuart con-
quests and plantations (1534–1610), the Crom-
wellian settlement (1654), the Williamite war
(1689–1691), and the enactment of the Penal Laws
(1695) began the long process of the subversion of
the language. Nevertheless, in 1835 there were four
million Irish speakers in Ireland, a number that was
severely reduced in the Great Famine of the late
1840s. By 1891 there were only 680,000 Irish
speakers, but the key role that the Irish language
played in the development of Irish nationalism in
the nineteenth century, as well as its symbolic im-
portance in the new Irish state of the twentieth
century, have not been enough to reverse the pro-
cess of vernacular language shift from Irish to En-
glish. In the 1991 census, in those few areas where
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Irish remains the vernacular, and which are offici-
ally defined as the Gaeltacht, there were only 56,469
Irish-speakers. Most primary and secondary school
students in Ireland study Irish, however, and it
remains an important means of communication in
governmental, educational, literary, sports, and
cultural circles beyond the Gaeltacht. (In the 1991
census, almost 1.1 million Irish people claimed to be
Irish-speaking, but this number does not distin-
guish levels of fluency and usage.)

Irish is one of the preeminent symbols of the
Irish state and nation, but by the start of the twenti-
eth century English had supplanted Irish as the ver-
nacular language, and all but a very few ethnic Irish
are fluent in English. Hiberno-English (the English
language spoken in Ireland) has been a strong influ-
ence in the evolution of British and Irish literature,
poetry, theater, and education since the end of the
nineteenth century. The language has also been an
important symbol to the Irish national minority in
Northern Ireland, where despite many social and
political impediments its use has been slowly in-
creasing since the return of armed conflict there in
1969.

Symbolism. The flag of Ireland has three equal
vertical bands of green (hoist side), white, and or-
ange. This tricolor is also the symbol of the Irish
nation in other countries, most notably in Northern
Ireland among the Irish national minority. Other
flags that are meaningful to the Irish include the
golden harp on a green background and the Dublin
workers’ flag of ‘‘The Plough and the Stars.’’ The
harp is the principal symbol on the national coat of
arms, and the badge of the Irish state is the
shamrock. Many symbols of Irish national identity
derive in part from their association with religion
and church. The shamrock clover is associated with
Ireland’s patron Saint Patrick, and with the Holy
Trinity of Christian belief. A Saint Brigid’s cross is
often found over the entrance to homes, as are rep-
resentations of saints and other holy people, as well
as portraits of the greatly admired, such as Pope
John XXIII and John F. Kennedy.

Green is the color associated worldwide with
Irishness, but within Ireland, and especially in
Northern Ireland, it is more closely associated with
being both Irish and Roman Catholic, whereas or-
ange is the color associated with Protestantism, and
more especially with Northern Irish people who
support Loyalism to the British crown and contin-
ued union with Great Britain. The colors of red,
white, and blue, those of the British Union Jack, are
often used to mark the territory of Loyalist com-
munities in Northern Ireland, just as orange, white,

and green mark Irish Nationalist territory there.
Sports, especially the national ones organized by the
Gaelic Athletic Association such as hurling,
camogie, and Gaelic football, also serve as central
symbols of the nation.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The nation that evolved
in Ireland was formed over two millennia, the result
of diverse forces both internal and external to the
island. While there were a number of groups of
people living on the island in prehistory, the Celtic
migrations of the first millennium B.C.E. brought
the language and many aspects of Gaelic society
that have figured so prominently in more recent
nationalist revivals. Christianity was introduced in
the fifth century C.E., and from its beginning Irish
Christianity has been associated with monasticism.
Irish monks did much to preserve European Chris-
tian heritage before and during the Middle Ages, and
they ranged throughout the continent in their ef-
forts to establish their holy orders and serve their
God and church.

From the early ninth century Norsemen raided
Ireland’s monasteries and settlements, and by the
next century they had established their own coastal
communities and trading centers. The traditional
Irish political system, based on five provinces
(Meath, Connacht, Munster, Leinster, and Ulster),
assimilated many Norse people, as well as many of
the Norman invaders from England after 1169.
Over the next four centuries, although the Anglo-
Normans succeeded in controlling most of the
island, thereby establishing feudalism and their
structures of parliament, law, and administration,
they also adopted the Irish language and customs,
and intermarriage between Norman and Irish elites
had become common. By the end of the fifteenth
century, the Gaelicization of the Normans had re-
sulted in only the Pale, around Dublin, being con-
trolled by English lords.

In the sixteenth century, the Tudors sought to
reestablish English control over much of the island.
The efforts of Henry VIII to disestablish the Catholic
Church in Ireland began the long association be-
tween Irish Catholicism and Irish nationalism. His
daughter, Elizabeth I, accomplished the English con-
quest of the island. In the early seventeenth century
the English government began a policy of coloniza-
tion by importing English and Scottish immigrants,
a policy that often necessitated the forcible removal
of the native Irish. Today’s nationalist conflict in
Northern Ireland has its historical roots in this pe-
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A woman makes clones knots between the main motifs in a
piece of hand-crochet.

riod, when New English Protestants and Scottish
Presbyterians moved into Ulster. William of Or-
ange’s victory over the Stuarts at the end of the
seventeenth century led to the period of the Protes-
tant Ascendancy, in which the civil and human
rights of the native Irish, the vast majority of whom
were Catholics, were repressed. By the end of the
eighteenth century the cultural roots of the nation
were strong, having grown through a mixture of
Irish, Norse, Norman, and English language and
customs, and were a product of English conquest,
the forced introduction of colonists with different
national backgrounds and religions, and the devel-
opment of an Irish identity that was all but insepa-
rable from Catholicism.

National Identity. The long history of modern
Irish revolutions began in 1798, when Catholic and
Presbyterian leaders, influenced by the American
and French Revolutions and desirous of the intro-
duction of some measure of Irish national self-
government, joined together to use force to attempt
to break the link between Ireland and England. This,
and subsequent rebellions in 1803, 1848, and 1867,
failed. Ireland was made part of the United Kingdom
in the Act of Union of 1801, which lasted until the
end of World War I (1914–1918), when the Irish
War of Independence led to a compromise agree-

ment between the Irish belligerents, the British gov-
ernment, and Northern Irish Protestants who
wanted Ulster to remain part of the United King-
dom. This compromise established the Irish Free
State, which was composed of twenty-six of Ire-
land’s thirty-two counties. The remainder became
Northern Ireland, the only part of Ireland to stay in
the United Kingdom, and wherein the majority pop-
ulation were Protestant and Unionist.

The cultural nationalism that succeeded in
gaining Ireland’s independence had its origin in the
Catholic emancipation movement of the early nine-
teenth century, but it was galvanized by Anglo-
Irish and other leaders who sought to use the re-
vitalization of Irish language, sport, literature,
drama, and poetry to demonstrate the cultural and
historical bases of the Irish nation. This Gaelic Re-
vival stimulated great popular support for both the
idea of the Irish nation, and for diverse groups who
sought various ways of expressing this modern na-
tionalism. The intellectual life of Ireland began to
have a great impact throughout the British Isles and
beyond, most notably among the Irish Diaspora
who had been forced to flee the disease, starvation,
and death of the Great Famine of 1846–1849, when
a blight destroyed the potato crop, upon which the
Irish peasantry depended for food. Estimates vary,
but this famine period resulted in approximately
one million dead and two million emigrants.

By the end of the nineteenth century many Irish
at home and abroad were committed to the peaceful
attainment of ‘‘Home Rule’’ with a separate Irish
parliament within the United Kingdom while many
others were committed to the violent severing of
Irish and British ties. Secret societies, forerunners of
the Irish Republican Army (IRA), joined with public
groups, such as trade union organizations, to plan
another rebellion, which took place on Easter Mon-
day, 24 April 1916. The ruthlessness that the Brit-
ish government displayed in putting down this in-
surrection led to the wide-scale disenchantment of
the Irish people with Britain. The Irish War of Inde-
pendence (1919–1921), followed by the Irish Civil
War (1921–1923), ended with the creation of an
independent state.

Ethnic Relations. Many countries in the world
have sizable Irish ethnic minorities, including the
United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Aus-
tralia, and Argentina. While many of these people
descend from emigrants of the mid- to late nine-
teenth century, many others are descendants of
more recent Irish emigrants, while still others were
born in Ireland. These ethnic communities identify
in varying degrees with Irish culture, and they are
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distinguished by their religion, dance, music, dress,
food, and secular and religious celebrations (the
most famous of which is the Saint Patrick Day’s
parades that are held in Irish communities around
the world on 17 March).

While Irish immigrants often suffered from re-
ligious, ethnic, and racial bigotry in the nineteenth
century, their communities today are characterized
by both the resilience of their ethnic identities and
the degree to which they have assimilated to host
national cultures. Ties to the ‘‘old country’’ remain
strong. Many people of Irish descent worldwide
have been active in seeking a solution to the national
conflict in Northern Ireland, known as the
‘‘Troubles.’’

Ethnic relations in the Republic of Ireland are
relatively peaceful, given the homogeneity of na-
tional culture, but Irish Travellers have often been
the victims of prejudice. In Northern Ireland the
level of ethnic conflict, which is inextricably linked
to the province’s bifurcation of religion, na-
tionalism, and ethnic identity, is high, and has been
since the outbreak of political violence in 1969.
Since 1994 there has been a shaky and intermittent
cease-fire among the paramilitary groups in North-
ern Ireland. The 1998 Good Friday agreement is the
most recent accord.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The public architecture of Ireland reflects the coun-
try’s past role in the British Empire, as most Irish
cities and towns were either designed or remodeled
as Ireland evolved with Britain. Since independence,
much of the architectural iconography and sym-
bolism, in terms of statues, monuments, museums,
and landscaping, has reflected the sacrifices of those
who fought for Irish freedom. Residential and busi-
ness architecture is similar to that found elsewhere
in the British Isles and Northern Europe.

The Irish put great emphasis on nuclear families
establishing residences independent of the residences
of the families from which the husband and wife
hail, with the intention of owning these residences;
Ireland has a very high percentage of owner-occu-
piers. As a result, the suburbanization of Dublin is
resulting in a number of social, economic, transpor-
tation, architectural, and legal problems that Ire-
land must solve in the near future.

The informality of Irish culture, which is one
thing that Irish people believe sets them apart from
British people, facilitates an open and fluid approach
between people in public and private spaces. Per-

sonal space is small and negotiable; while it is not
common for Irish people to touch each other when
walking or talking, there is no prohibition on public
displays of emotion, affection, or attachment. Hu-
mor, literacy, and verbal acuity are valued; sarcasm
and humor are the preferred sanctions if a person
transgresses the few rules that govern public social
interaction.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The Irish diet is similar to that
of other Northern European nations. There is an
emphasis on the consumption of meat, cereals,
bread, and potatoes at most meals. Vegetables such
as cabbage, turnips, carrots, and broccoli are also
popular as accompaniments to the meat and pota-
toes. Traditional Irish daily eating habits, influenced
by a farming ethos, involved four meals: breakfast,
dinner (the midday meal and the main one of the
day), tea (in early evening, and distinct from ‘‘high
tea’’ which is normally served at 4:00 P.M. and is
associated with British customs), and supper (a
light repast before retiring). Roasts and stews, of
lamb, beef, chicken, ham, pork, and turkey, are the
centerpieces of traditional meals. Fish, especially
salmon, and seafood, especially prawns, are also
popular meals. Until recently, most shops closed at
the dinner hour (between 1:00 and 2:00 P.M.) to
allow staff to return home for their meal. These
patterns, however, are changing, because of the
growing importance of new lifestyles, professions,
and patterns of work, as well as the increased con-
sumption of frozen, ethnic, take-out, and processed
foods. Nevertheless, some foods (such as wheaten
breads, sausages, and bacon rashers) and some
drinks (such as the national beer, Guinness, and
Irish whiskey) maintain their important gustatory
and symbolic roles in Irish meals and socializing.
Regional dishes, consisting of variants on stews, po-
tato casseroles, and breads, also exist. The public
house is an essential meeting place for all Irish com-
munities, but these establishments traditionally sel-
dom served dinner. In the past pubs had two sepa-
rate sections, that of the bar, reserved for males, and
the lounge, open to men and women. This distinc-
tion is eroding, as are expectations of gender prefer-
ence in the consumption of alcohol.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. There
are few ceremonial food customs. Large family
gatherings often sit down to a main meal of roast
chicken and ham, and turkey is becoming the pre-
ferred dish for Christmas (followed by Christmas
cake or plum pudding). Drinking behavior in pubs
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The informality of Irish culture facilitates an open and fluid approach between people in public places.

is ordered informally, in what is perceived by some
to be a ritualistic manner of buying drinks in
rounds.

Basic Economy. Agriculture is no longer the prin-
cipal economic activity. Industry accounts for 38
percent of gross domestic product (GDP) and 80
percent of exports, and employs 27 percent of the
workforce. During the 1990s Ireland enjoyed an-
nual trade surpluses, falling inflation, and increases
in construction, consumer spending, and business
and consumer investment. Unemployment was
down (from 12 percent in 1995 to around 7 percent
in 1999) and emigration declined. As of 1998, the
labor force consisted of 1.54 million people; as of
1996, 62 percent of the labor force was in services,
27 percent in manufacturing and construction, and
10 percent in agriculture, forestry, and fishing. In
1999 Ireland had the fastest growing economy in
the European Union. In the five years to 1999 GDP
per capita rose by 60 percent, to approximately
$22,000 (U.S.).

Despite its industrialization, Ireland still is an
agricultural country, which is important to its self-
image and its image for tourists. As of 1993, only
13 percent of its land was arable, while 68 percent
was devoted to permanent pastures. While all Irish
food producers consume a modest amount of their

product, agriculture and fishing are modern, mech-
anized, and commercial enterprises, with the vast
bulk of production going to the national and inter-
national markets. Although the image of the small-
holding subsistence farmer persists in art, literary,
and academic circles, Irish farming and farmers are
as advanced in technology and technique as most of
their European neighbors. Poverty persists, how-
ever, among farmers with small holdings, on poor
land, particularly in many parts of the west and
south. These farmers, who to survive must rely
more on subsistence crops and mixed farming than
do their more commercial neighbors, involve all
family members in a variety of economic strategies.
These activities include off-farm wage labor and the
acquisition of state pensions and unemployment
benefits (‘‘the dole’’).

Land Tenure and Property. Ireland was one of the
first countries in Europe in which peasants could
purchase their landholdings. Today all but a very
few farms are family-owned, although some
mountain pasture and bog lands are held in com-
mon. Cooperatives are principally production and
marketing enterprises. An annually changing pro-
portion of pasture and arable land is leased out each
year, usually for an eleven-month period, in a tradi-
tional system known as conacre.
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Major Industries. The main industries are food
products, brewing, textiles, clothing, and pharma-
ceuticals, and Ireland is fast becoming known for its
roles in the development and design of information
technologies and financial support services. In agri-
culture the main products are meat and dairy, pota-
toes, sugar beets, barley, wheat, and turnips. The
fishing industry concentrates on cod, haddock, her-
ring, mackerel, and shellfish (crab and lobster).
Tourism increases its share of the economy annu-
ally; in 1998 total tourism and travel earnings were
$3.1 billion (U.S.).

Trade. Ireland had a consistent trade surplus at the
end of the 1990s. In 1997 this surplus amounted to
$13 billion (U.S). Ireland’s main trading partners
are the United Kingdom, the rest of the European
Union, and the United States.

Division of Labor. In farming, daily and seasonal
tasks are divided according to age and gender. Most
public activities that deal with farm production are
handled by adult males, although some agricultural
production associated with the domestic household,
such as eggs and honey, are marketed by adult
females. Neighbors often help each other with their
labor or equipment when seasonal production de-
mands, and this network of local support is sus-
tained through ties of marriage, religion and
church, education, political party, and sports.
While in the past most blue-collar and wage-labor
jobs were held by males, women have increasingly
entered the workforce over the last generation, espe-
cially in tourism, sales, and information and finan-
cial services. Wages and salaries are consistently
lower for women, and employment in the tourism
industry is often seasonal or temporary. There are
very few legal age or gender restrictions to entering
professions, but here too men dominate in numbers
if not also in influence and control. Irish economic
policy has encouraged foreign-owned businesses, as
one way to inject capital into underdeveloped parts
of the country. The United States and the United
Kingdom top the list of foreign investors in Ireland.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The Irish often perceive that
their culture is set off from their neighbors by its
egalitarianism, reciprocity, and informality,
wherein strangers do not wait for introductions to
converse, the first name is quickly adopted in busi-
ness and professional discourse, and the sharing of
food, tools, and other valuables is commonplace.
These leveling mechanisms alleviate many pres-

sures engendered by class relations, and often belie
rather strong divisions of status, prestige, class, and
national identity. While the rigid class structure for
which the English are renowned is largely absent,
social and economic class distinctions exist, and are
often reproduced through educational and religious
institutions, and the professions. The old British and
Anglo-Irish aristocracy are small in number and
relatively powerless. They have been replaced at the
apex of Irish society by the wealthy, many of
whom have made their fortunes in business and
professions, and by celebrities from the arts and
sports worlds. Social classes are discussed in terms
of working class, middle class, and gentry, with
certain occupations, such as farmers, often catego-
rized according to their wealth, such as large and
small farmers, grouped according to the size of their
landholding and capital. The social boundaries be-
tween these groups are often indistinct and permea-
ble, but their basic dimensions are clearly discernible
to locals through dress, language, conspicuous con-
sumption, leisure activities, social networks, and
occupation and profession. Relative wealth and so-
cial class also influence life choices, perhaps the
most important being that of primary and secon-
dary school, and university, which in turn affects
one’s class mobility. Some minority groups, such as
Travellers, are often portrayed in popular culture as
being outside or beneath the accepted social class
system, making escape from the underclass as diffi-
cult for them as for the long-term unemployed of
the inner cities.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Use of lan-
guage, especially dialect, is a clear indicator of class
and other social standing. Dress codes have relaxed
over the last generation, but the conspicuous con-
sumption of important symbols of wealth and suc-
cess, such as designer clothing, good food, travel,
and expensive cars and houses, provides important
strategies for class mobility and social advance-
ment.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The Republic of Ireland is a parlia-
mentary democracy. The National Parliament
(Oireachtas) consists of the president (directly elected
by the people), and two houses: Dáil Éireann (House
of Representatives) and Seanad Éireann (Senate).
Their powers and functions derive from the consti-
tution (enacted 1 July 1937). Representatives to
Dáil Éireann, who are called Teachta Dála, or TDs,
are elected through proportional representation
with a single transferable vote. While legislative
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People walk past a colorful storefront in Dublin.

power is vested in the Oireachtas, all laws are sub-
ject to the obligations of European Community
membership, which Ireland joined in 1973. The ex-
ecutive power of the state is vested in the govern-
ment, composed of the Taoiseach (prime minister)
and the cabinet. While a number of political parties
are represented in the Oireachtas, governments
since the 1930s have been led by either the Fianna
Fáil or the Fine Gael party, both of which are center-
right parties. County Councils are the principal
form of local government, but they have few pow-
ers in what is one of the most centralized states in
Europe.

Leadership and Political Officials. Irish political
culture is marked by its postcolonialism, conser-
vatism, localism, and familism, all of which were
influenced by the Irish Catholic Church, British in-
stitutions and politics, and Gaelic culture. Irish po-
litical leaders must rely on their local political sup-
port—which depends more on their roles in local
society, and their real or imagined roles in networks
of patrons and clients—than it does on their roles as
legislators or political administrators. As a result
there is no set career path to political prominence,
but over the years sports heroes, family members of
past politicians, publicans, and military people have
had great success in being elected to the Oireachtas.

Pervasive in Irish politics is admiration and political
support for politicians who can provide pork barrel
government services and supplies to his constitu-
ents (very few Irish women reach the higher levels
of politics, industry, and academia). While there has
always been a vocal left in Irish politics, especially in
the cities, since the 1920s these parties have seldom
been strong, with the occasional success of the La-
bour Party being the most notable exception. Most
Irish political parties do not provide clear and dis-
tinct policy differences, and few espouse the political
ideologies that characterize other European nations.
The major political division is that between Fianna
Fáil and Fine Gael, the two largest parties, whose
support still derives from the descendants of the
two opposing sides in the Civil War, which was
fought over whether to accept the compromise
treaty that divided the island into the Irish Free State
and Northern Ireland. As a result, the electorate does
not vote for candidates because of their policy initia-
tives, but because of a candidate’s personal skill in
achieving material gain for constituents, and be-
cause the voter’s family has traditionally supported
the candidate’s party. This voting pattern depends
on local knowledge of the politician, and the infor-
mality of local culture, which encourages people to
believe that they have direct access to their politi-
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cians. Most national and local politicians have regu-
lar open office hours where constituents can discuss
their problems and concerns without having to
make an appointment.

Social Problems and Control. The legal system is
based on common law, modified by subsequent leg-
islation and the constitution of 1937. Judicial re-
view of legislation is made by the Supreme Court,
which is appointed by the president of Ireland on the
advice of the government. Ireland has a long history
of political violence, which is still an important as-
pect of life in Northern Ireland, where paramilitary
groups such as the IRA have enjoyed some support
from people in the Republic. Under emergency pow-
ers acts, certain legal rights and protections can be
suspended by the state in the pursuit of terrorists.
Crimes of nonpolitical violence are rare, though
some, such as spousal and child abuse, may go
unreported. Most major crimes, and the crimes
most important in popular culture, are those of
burglary, theft, larceny, and corruption. Crime
rates are higher in urban areas, which in some
views results from the poverty endemic to some
inner cities. There is a general respect for the law
and its agents, but other social controls also exist to
sustain moral order. Such institutions as the Catho-
lic Church and the state education system are partly
responsible for the overall adherence to rules and
respect for authority, but there is an anarchic qual-
ity to Irish culture that sets it off from its neigh-
boring British cultures. Interpersonal forms of in-
formal social control include a heightened sense of
humor and sarcasm, supported by the general Irish
values of reciprocity, irony, and skepticism regard-
ing social hierarchies.

Military Activity. The Irish Defence Forces have
army, naval service and air corps branches. The
total membership of the permanent forces is ap-
proximately 11,800, with 15,000 serving in the
reserves. While the military is principally trained to
defend Ireland, Irish soldiers have served in most
United Nations peacekeeping missions, in part be-
cause of Ireland’s policy of neutrality. The Defence
Forces play an important security role on the border
with Northern Ireland. The Irish National Police, An
Garda Siochána, is an unarmed force of approxi-
mately 10,500 members.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The national social welfare system mixes social in-
surance and social assistance programs to provide
financial support to the ill, the aged, and the unem-

ployed, benefitting roughly 1.3 million people.
State spending on social welfare comprises 25 per-
cent of government expenditures, and about 6 per-
cent of GDP. Other relief agencies, many of which
are connected to the churches, also provide valuable
financial assistance and social relief programs for
the amelioration of the conditions of poverty and
inequity.

NONGVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Civil society is well-developed, and nongovern-
mental organizations serve all classes, professions,
regions, occupations, ethnic groups, and charitable
causes. Some are very powerful, such as the Irish
Farmers Association, while others, such as the in-
ternational charitable support organization,
Trócaire, a Catholic agency for world development,
command widespread financial and moral support.
Ireland is one of the highest per capita contributors
to private international aid in the world. Since the
creation of the Irish state a number of development
agencies and utilities have been organized in partly
state-owned bodies, such as the Industrial Develop-
ment Agency, but these are slowly being privatized.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

While gender equality in the workplace is guaran-
teed by law, remarkable inequities exist between the
genders in such areas as pay, access to professional
achievement, and parity of esteem in the workplace.
Certain jobs and professions are still considered by
large segments of the population to be gender
linked. Some critics charge that gender biases con-
tinue to be established and reinforced in the nation’s
major institutions of government, education, and
religion. Feminism is a growing movement in rural
and urban areas, but it still faces many obstacles
among traditionalists.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriages are seldom arranged in mod-
ern Ireland. Monogamous marriages are the norm,
as supported and sanctioned by the state and the
Christian churches. Divorce has been legal since
1995. Most spouses are selected through the expec-
ted means of individual trial and error that have
become the norm in Western European society. The
demands of farm society and economy still place
great pressure on rural men and women to marry,
especially in some relatively poor rural districts
where there is a high migration rate among
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Eugene Lamb, an uillean pipe maker in Kinvara, County
Galway, holds one of his wares.

women, who go to the cities or emigrate in search of
employment and social standing commensurate
with their education and social expectations. Mar-
riage festivals for farm men and women, the most
famous of which takes place in the early autumn in
Lisdoonvarna, has served as one way to bring peo-
ple together for possible marriage matches, but the
increased criticism of such practices in Irish society
may endanger their future. The estimated marriage
rate per thousand people in 1998 was 4.5. While the
average ages of partners at marriage continues to be
older than other Western societies, the ages have
dropped over the last generation.

Domestic Unit. The nuclear family household is
the principal domestic unit, as well as the basic unit
of production, consumption, and inheritance in
Irish society.

Inheritance. Past rural practices of leaving the pat-
rimony to one son, thereby forcing his siblings into
wage labor, the church, the army, or emigration,
have been modified by changes in Irish law, gender
roles, and the size and structure of families. All
children have legal rights to inheritance, although a
preference still lingers for farmers’ sons to inherit
the land, and for a farm to be passed on without

division. Similar patterns exist in urban areas,
where gender and class are important determinants
of the inheritance of property and capital.

Kin Groups. The main kin group is the nuclear
family, but extended families and kindreds continue
to play important roles in Irish life. Descent is from
both parents’ families. Children in general adopt
their father’s surnames. Christian (first) names are
often selected to honor an ancestor (most com-
monly, a grandparent), and in the Catholic tradition
most first names are those of saints. Many families
continue to use the Irish form of their names (some
‘‘Christian’’ names are in fact pre-Christian and un-
translatable into English). Children in the national
primary school system are taught to know and use
the Irish language equivalent of their names, and it
is legal to use your name in either of the two official
languages.

SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. Socialization takes
place in the domestic unit, in schools, at church,
through the electronic and print media, and in vol-
untary youth organizations. Particular emphasis is
placed on education and literacy; 98 percent of the
population aged fifteen and over can read and write.
The majority of four-year-olds attend nursery
school, and all five-year-olds are in primary school.
More than three thousand primary schools serve
500,000 children. Most primary schools are linked
to the Catholic Church, and receive capital funding
from the state, which also pays most teachers’ sala-
ries. Post-primary education involves 370,000 stu-
dents, in secondary, vocational, community, and
comprehensive schools.

Higher Education. Third-level education includes
universities, technological colleges, and education
colleges. All are self-governing, but are principally
funded by the state. About 50 percent of youth attend
some form of third-level education, half of whom
pursue degrees. Ireland is world famous for its uni-
versities, which are the University of Dublin (Trinity
College), the National University of Ireland, the Uni-
versity of Limerick, and Dublin City University.

ETIQUETTE

General rules of social etiquette apply across ethnic,
class, and religious barriers. Loud, boisterous, and
boastful behavior are discouraged. Unacquainted
people look directly at each other in public spaces,
and often say ‘‘hello’’ in greeting. Outside of formal
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introductions greetings are often vocal and are not
accompanied by a handshake or kiss. Individuals
maintain a public personal space around them-
selves; public touching is rare. Generosity and reci-
procity are key values in social exchange, especially
in the ritualized forms of group drinking in pubs.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The Irish Constitution guaran-
tees freedom of conscience and the free profession
and practice of religion. There is no official state
religion, but critics point to the special consideration
given to the Catholic Church and its agents since the
inception of the state. In the 1991 census 92 percent
of the population were Roman Catholic, 2.4 percent
belonged to the Church of Ireland (Anglican), 0.4
percent were Presbyterians, and 0.1 percent were
Methodists. The Jewish community comprised .04
percent of the total, while approximately 3 percent
belonged to other religious groups. No information
on religion was returned for 2.4 percent of the
population. Christian revivalism is changing many
of the ways in which the people relate to each other
and to their formal church institutions. Folk cul-
tural beliefs also survive, as evidenced in the many
holy and healing places, such as the holy wells that
dot the landscape.

Religious Practitioners. The Catholic Church has
four ecclesiastical provinces, which encompass the
whole island, thus crossing the boundary with
Northern Ireland. The Archbishop of Armagh in
Northern Ireland is the Primate of All Ireland. The
diocesan structure, in which thirteen hundred par-
ishes are served by four thousand priests, dates to
the twelfth century and does not coincide with po-
litical boundaries. There are approximately twenty
thousand people serving in various Catholic reli-
gious orders, out of a combined Ireland and North-
ern Ireland Catholic population of 3.9 million. The
Church of Ireland, which has twelve dioceses, is an
autonomous church within the worldwide Angli-
can Communion. Its Primate of All Ireland is the
Archbishop of Armagh, and its total membership is
380,000, 75 percent of whom are in Northern Ire-
land. There are 312,000 Presbyterians on the island
(95 percent of whom are in Northern Ireland),
grouped into 562 congregations and twenty-one
presbyteries.

Rituals and Holy Places. In this predominantly
Catholic country there are a number of Church-
recognized shrines and holy places, most notably
that of Knock, in County Mayo, the site of a re-

ported apparition of the Blessed Mother. Traditional
holy places, such as holy wells, attract local people
at all times of the year, although many are associ-
ated with particular days, saints, rituals, and feasts.
Internal pilgrimages to such places as Knock and
Croagh Patrick (a mountain in County Mayo asso-
ciated with Saint Patrick) are important aspects of
Catholic belief, which often reflect the integration of
formal and traditional religious practices. The holy
days of the official Irish Catholic Church calendar
are observed as national holidays.

Death and the Afterlife. Funerary customs are
inextricably linked to various Catholic Church reli-
gious rituals. While wakes continue to be held in
homes, the practice of utilizing funeral directors
and parlors is gaining in popularity.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Medical services are provided free of charge by the
state to approximately a third of the population. All
others pay minimal charges at public health facili-
ties. There are roughly 128 doctors for every
100,000 people. Various forms of folk and alterna-
tive medicines exist throughout the island; most ru-
ral communities have locally known healers or
healing places. Religious sites, such as the pilgrim-
age destination of Knock, and rituals are also
known for their healing powers.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The national holidays are linked to national and
religious history, such as Saint Patrick’s Day,
Christmas, and Easter, or are seasonal bank and
public holidays which occur on Mondays, allowing
for long weekends.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Literature. The literary renaissance of the late
nineteenth century integrated the hundreds-year-
old traditions of writing in Irish with those of En-
glish, in what has come to be known as Anglo-Irish
literature. Some of the greatest writers in English
over the last century were Irish: W. B. Yeats, George
Bernard Shaw, James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Frank
O’Connor, Seán O’Faoláin, Seán O’Casey, Flann
O’Brien, and Seamus Heaney. They and many
others have constituted an unsurpassable record of
a national experience that has universal appeal.

Graphic Arts. High, popular, and folk arts are
highly valued aspects of local life throughout Ire-
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Walls separate individual fields on Inisheer, one of Ireland’s Aran Islands.

land. Graphic and visual arts are strongly supported
by the government through its Arts Council and the
1997-formed Department of Arts, Heritage,
Gaeltacht, and the Islands. All major international
art movements have their Irish representatives,
who are often equally inspired by native or tradi-
tional motifs. Among the most important artists of
the century are Jack B. Yeats and Paul Henry.

Performance Arts. Performers and artists are es-
pecially valued members of the Irish nation, which
is renowned internationally for the quality of its
music, acting, singing, dancing, composing, and
writing. U2 and Van Morrison in rock, Daniel
O’Donnell in country, James Galway in classical,
and the Chieftains in Irish traditional music are but
a sampling of the artists who have been important
influences on the development of international mu-
sic. Irish traditional music and dance have also
spawned the global phenomenon of Riverdance.
Irish cinema celebrated its centenary in 1996. Ire-
land has been the site and the inspiration for the
production of feature films since 1910. Major direc-
tors (such as Neill Jordan and Jim Sheridan) and
actors (such as Liam Neeson and Stephen Rhea) are
part of a national interest in the representation of
contemporary Ireland, as symbolized in the state-
sponsored Film Institute of Ireland.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND

SOCIAL SCIENCES

The government is the principal source of financial
support for academic research in the physical and
social sciences, which are broadly and strongly rep-
resented in the nation’s universities and in govern-
ment-sponsored bodies, such as the Economic and
Social Research Institute in Dublin. Institutions of
higher learning draw relatively high numbers of
international students at both undergraduate and
postgraduate levels, and Irish researchers are to be
found in all areas of academic and applied research
throughout the world.
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CULTURE NAME

Israeli

ORIENTATION

Identification. According to the Bible, Israel is the
name given by God to Jacob. The modern country
of Israel includes two distinct nationalities, the Pal-
estinian and the Jewish. Each nationality is inextri-
cable from its religious identity. The Palestinians are
Arabs whose traditions are founded in Muslim cul-
ture; the Jews define their culture in large part
around their religion as well. Each group identifies
as part of a larger, international religious and cul-
tural community, and each has a history in the
region that goes back to ancient times.

Location and Geography. Israel is in the Middle
East on the Mediterranean Sea, bordering Egypt, the
Gaza Strip, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and the West
Bank. Its total area is 8,019 square miles (20,770
square kilometers), slightly smaller than New Jer-
sey. The Negev Desert covers the south of the coun-
try. Mountains rise in the central region from the
low coastal plain along the Mediterranean. The Jor-
dan River stretches 200 miles (322 kilometers) from
Syria in the north, emptying into the Dead Sea. The
Dead Sea (technically a lake) is, at 1,312 feet (400
meters) below sea level, the lowest inland sea on
earth.

Demography. Israel’s population in 2000 was
5,842,454. This includes an estimated 171,000 Is-
raeli settlers in the West Bank, 20,000 in the Israeli-
occupied Golan Heights, 6,500 in the Gaza Strip,
and 172,000 in East Jerusalem. The population is
roughly 80 percent Jewish; of the total population,
32.1 percent were born in Europe or America; 20.8
percent in Israel; 14.6 percent in Africa; and 12.6
percent in Asia. Most of the 20 percent who are not
Jewish are Arab.

Linguistic Affiliation. Hebrew is the nation’s offi-
cial language. The modern Hebrew language was
designed by Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, a Lithuanian Jew
who moved to Palestine in the 1880s. Previously,
biblical Hebrew had been the language of prayer,
whereas the vernacular of most Jews was Yiddish
(Ladino for Spanish and Portuguese Jews). David
Ben-Gurion’s vision of a national language, which
would allow Jews from different parts of the world
to communicate with each other, was an important
element of the Zionist movement. Arabic is the offi-
cial language of the Arab minority. English is stud-
ied in school and is the most commonly spoken
foreign language. Immigrants from various coun-
tries also bring their languages with them, and
Spanish, Italian, African dialects, and especially
Russian are often heard.

Symbolism. The flag consists of a blue six-pointed
star on a white background, with a horizontal blue
stripe above and one below. The star, called a Magen
David, or Shield of David, is a symbol of the Jewish
faith.

The Israeli national anthem, Hatikva, is over one
hundred years old. Its melody is of unknown origin,
although some believe it comes from an Eastern Eu-
ropean fold song. Its lyrics are explicitly Zionist,
extolling the return of the Jews to their holy land.
The song was banned from the airwaves during the
British mandate, and it continues to be somewhat
controversial today; there has been some debate as to
whether its Zionist message is still valid.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. There is archaeological
evidence of settlements in Israel dating from nine
thousand to eleven thousand years ago. It is
thought that the first people of the kingdom of
Israel migrated from Mesopotamia. Much of the
history of ancient Israel is laid out in the Bible. The
Israelites were slaves in Egypt from about 1750 to
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1280 B.C.E., when Moses led the Jewish people in
Exodus. They wandered in the desert for forty
years. Moses died, and Joshua took the helm and led
the people into the land of Canaan, or the Promised
Land. The epoch that followed was known as the
period of the judges, when Israel was ruled by
judges and priests. Saul became the first king of
Israel in 1020 B.C.E. He was succeeded by his rival,
David, in 1004. Under David’s rule, Jerusalem be-
came the capital. Solomon ascended to the throne in
965 B.C.E., and ruled for nearly forty years, during
which time the First Temple was built. In 925 the
kingdom split into two parts, Israel and Judah. In
721 Israel was conquered by Assyria, and in 586 it
was taken over by Babylonia. The city of Jerusalem
was destroyed, and the Jews were exiled to Babylon.

In 538 Babylon was conquered by the king of
Persia, who allowed the Jews to return to their
homeland, where they rebuilt the Temple and began
what became known as the Second Jewish State. In
322 B.C.E., Alexander the Great defeated the Persians
and took control of Israel. Between 322 and 160
B.C., the land of Israel changed hands several times
under various Greek and Syrian rulers. In 160 Judas
Maccabee led a rebellion that allowed the Jews to
reclaim Jerusalem, a victory that Jews still celebrate
in the festival of Hanukkah. Judah became an inde-
pendent state in 141 B.C.E.

Herod conquered Judah in 37 B.C.E. In 19 B.C.E.,
under his rule, the Temple was again rebuilt. The
First Revolt against Rome occurred in 66 C.E.; how-
ever, Jerusalem fell to the Romans in 70 C.E. The
Temple was destroyed, and the majority of the Jews
were dispersed throughout the world.

Byzantines ruled the area from 313 to 635,
although toward the end of this period, from 614 to
629, the Jews ruled Jerusalem under Persian juris-
diction. The years 622 to 632 saw the founding of
Islam by Muhammad. In 638 Arab Muslims con-
quered Jerusalem, where their rule lasted until the
Turkish conquest in 1078. The First Crusaders took
the city in 1099. In 1187 Saladin, the Kurdish ruler
of Egypt, conquered Jerusalem. In 1516 the land of
Israel, known at this time as Palestine, was taken
over by the Ottoman Turks, who ruled for four
hundred years. In 1799 Napoleon unsuccessfully
attempted to take the territory, but did not succeed.

The first modern Jewish settlement in Palestine
was established in 1870, and was followed at the
end of the nineteenth century by others, as Jews
fled pogroms in Russia and Poland. In 1897 the First
Zionist Conference was held in Basel, Switzerland,
and under the initiative of the Hungarian Jew Theo-
dor Herzl, the Zionist movement began its mission
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to create a Jewish homeland in the territory from
which the Jews had been expelled nearly two thou-
sand years earlier.

The Balfour Declaration, issued by Britain in
1917, expressed support for the establishment of a
Jewish state in Palestine. The British used a 1920
mandate from the League of Nations as license to
rule the area for the ensuing decades, during which
time they kept control by feeding the animosity
between Palestinian Arabs and Jewish settlers. The
British also restricted Jewish immigration to the
region, even by Jews who were experiencing perse-
cution at the hands of the Russians, and later the
Nazis. The Arabs attempted unsuccessfully to revolt
against the British from 1936 to 1938; tensions
between Arabs and Jews also escalated, and there
were several anti-Jewish riots.

From the time Hitler came to power in 1933
until the beginning of World War II in 1939, a large
number of German Jews managed to immigrate to
Palestine despite British restrictions, fleeing the in-
creasingly oppressive regime. Between 1939 and
1945 more than six million Jews were killed in the
Holocaust, a horror that gave new impetus to the
movement to form a Jewish state and that caused
European nations to recognize the legitimacy of
such a claim.

In Palestine, a truce with the British lasted
through World War II, but when the war ended,
violence again increased, both between Jews and
Arabs and against the British. In 1947 the United
Nations voted to partition Palestine into two states,
one Jewish and one Arab. The Palestinians rejected
this plan.

On 14 May 1948, when Israel proclaimed its
independence, the declaration was met by an inva-
sion on behalf of the Palestinians by the armies of
Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. The war
that followed lasted until the Arab defeat in January
1949. A mass immigration of Jews from Europe
and Arab countries took place over the first few
years after the state’s founding, and the economy
grew. While some Palestinians chose to take up
Israeli citizenship, many others immigrated to the
primarily Arab West Bank and Gaza Strip, or
sought refuge in other Arab nations.

When Egypt took control of the Suez Canal
from France and Britain in 1956, Israel, fearing the
increase in power of their unfriendly neighbor,
staged an attack in Egypt’s Sinai Desert. Several
days later, Britain and France joined the offensive.
The United Nations sent peacekeepers, who stayed
in the region until 1967. When they pulled out,
Egypt sent its military back into the Sinai, obstruct-

ing the southern Israeli port of Eilat. Israel re-
sponded by attacking on 5 June. Syria, Jordan, and
Iraq came to Egypt’s defense, but all four nations
were defeated. The Six-Day War, as it came to be
known, won Israel not just the Sinai but the Gaza
Strip and the Golan Heights as well. It also resulted
in a Jewish occupation of the West Bank and a
reunited Jerusalem. (The city had been partitioned
earlier between the Jews and the Arabs.)

The Arab League vowed that the situation
would not rest and proceeded to put Israel in a state
of siege. Arab terrorists highjacked Israeli airplanes.
They also killed Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich
Olympics. The following year, on Yom Kippur, the
holiest day of the Jewish calendar, Egypt and Syria
mounted a surprise attack on Israel at the Suez and
the Golan Heights. Israel managed to defeat the two
armies, but the resulting situation was far from
stable. In 1977 Egyptian president Anwar Sadat
went to Jerusalem to talk with Israeli prime minis-
ter Menachem Begin, and in the following year U.S.
president Jimmy Carter helped to broker the Camp
David Accords. Sadat and Begin shared the 1978
Nobel Peace Prize for their efforts at reconciliation,
and an official peace treaty was signed in 1979 in
Paris.

In 1982 Israel agreed to give up the Sinai, but it
also invaded Lebanon, to leave its northern settle-
ments less vulnerable to Palestinian attacks. How-
ever, by 1985, Israel had limited its presence to a
security strip along the border.

The Palestinian uprising called the Intifadah be-
gan in 1987. Palestinians threw rocks at Israeli sol-
diers occupying the Gaza Strip and the West Bank;
the Israelis retaliated, and the violence escalated, ul-
timately resulting in hundreds of deaths. Israel pro-
posed a peace initiative in 1989. This same year saw
the beginning of a mass immigration by Soviet
Jews.

The first peace talks between Israel and Palestin-
ian Arabs, represented by Yasser Arafat of the Pales-
tinian Liberation Organization (PLO), were held in
Madrid in October 1991. The resulting agreement
gave the Palestinians responsibility for the Gaza
Strip and Jericho.

In 1993 another round of peace talks, between
Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin and Arafat,
resulted in further compromise, including Israel
handing over most of the Gaza Strip and parts of the
West Bank to the Palestinian National Authority
(PNA). By moving in this direction, the agreements
presumed eventual statehood for the Palestinians.
Other deals included resolving the issue of Israeli
settlements in the West Bank and Gaza, as well as
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A Sephardic family celebrates the Jewish festival of Passover by sharing a picnic in West Jerusalem.

the status of Jerusalem. Arafat was to confiscate
illegal arms from Palestinians, and both sides were
to protect and preserve access to holy sites. These
agreements, known as the Oslo Accords (after the
city where the first secret rounds of talks were
held), were seen as momentous steps in the peace
process, and concluded at Camp David with a his-
toric handshake between Arafat and Rabin.

Israel went on to sign a peace agreement with
Jordan in 1994, and to begin talks with Syria as
well. However, despite progress at the upper eche-
lons, violence continued. In 1995 Israeli prime min-
ister Rabin was assassinated at a peace rally in Tel
Aviv. The killer was an ultraconservative Jew who
was angered by what he saw as Rabin’s overly
conciliatory stance toward the Palestinians.

In October 1998 a conference at the Wye River
in Maryland resulted in an agreement by the PLO to
get rid of its terrorist groups, to confiscate illegal
weapons, and to imprison their own terrorists, in
exchange for more land on the West Bank. The
meetings also resulted in the creation of a U.S.-
Palestinian-Israeli committee, to convene several
times a month to prevent terrorism and assess the
state of affairs. These meetings had some degree of
success, and the incremental progress appeared
promising. In September 2000, violence again broke
out. The fragile peace established by the Oslo Ac-

cords crumbled. By the end of November more than
280 people had been killed, most of them Palestin-
ian, with no end to the conflict in sight.

National Identity. National identity for Israelis is
to a large extent bound up with their identity as
Jews. For the more devout, national identity takes
on a spiritual element, in which the observance of
religious ritual becomes an expression of national
pride. However, there are also a large number of
secular Jews in Israel, for whom Judaism is more a
cultural and ethnic identity than a spiritual practice.
Many Palestinians living in Israel do not identify as
Israelis at all, but rather with the displaced Palestin-
ian nation (and with the rest of the Arab world as
well). Much of their national identity is also based
on both religious and cultural elements of the Mus-
lim faith.

Ethnic Relations. Relations between Jews and Ar-
abs are extremely antagonistic. Each side sees the
other as the aggressor. Palestinians resent the fact
that the Jews took over their homeland, and that
they have exercised their far superior military tech-
nology to maintain it, whereas the Jews feel that
they are making a claim to land that is rightfully
theirs, and from which they have been exiled for
thousands of years. Palestinians have often resorted
to terrorist action, which further aggravates the
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situation. Atrocities have been committed on both
sides of the divide, and there is little sign of reconcili-
ation in the near future.

Relations within the Jewish community itself
also have been problematic. Many of the Orthodox
and ultra-Orthodox oppose any compromise with
the Palestinians and want the state to follow a more
strictly religious line. They do not consider more
Reform or Conservative Jews Jewish, because these
more liberal branches do not strictly follow all the
religious laws.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Ninety percent of Israel’s population is urban. Jeru-
salem is the capital and largest city, with a popula-
tion of 602,100. It is in the center of the country,
straddling the border between Israel and the West
Bank. The city has been continuously settled for
more than three thousand years and is home to
many sites of historical and religious significance
for Jews, Christians, and Muslims. These include
the Dome of the Rock, the Wailing Wall, the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre, and the Tomb of the Virgin
Mary, among others. The Old City is divided into
quarters: Jewish, Christian, Muslim, and Arme-
nian. Outside the walls of this oldest district, the
city sprawls in neighborhoods containing residen-
tial zones, parks, museums, and government build-
ings.

Tel Aviv is a more modern city, and the com-
mercial and industrial capital of the country. It is in
fact a combination of two cities, Tel Aviv and Jaffa.
Jaffa’s history dates back to biblical times, whereas
Tel Aviv was founded in 1909 by European Jewish
immigrants. The third-largest city in the country is
Haifa, in the north. It is the country’s main port and
also is an industrial center.

Israel’s architecture is diverse, spanning many
centuries and styles. There is a good deal of Islamic
architecture, most of which dates from 1250 to
1517. Today most Israelis live in modern high-rise
apartments, which are overseen by committees
elected by the inhabitants of the building. Some
Jewish settlers in Palestinian territory, and many
Palestinians themselves, live in shacks, unfinished
houses, or other modest dwellings.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Falafel, ground chickpeas
mixed with onions and spices formed into balls and
fried, are served in pita bread as a sandwich. Other

popular dishes include tabuleh (a salad of bulgar
wheat and chopped vegetables), hummus (chickpea
paste), grilled meats, and eggplant. Cumin, mint,
garlic, onion, and black pepper are used for flavor-
ing. Baklava is a popular dessert of Arabic origin and
consists of flaky dough layered with honey and
nuts. Coffee is often prepared in the Turkish style,
extremely strong and thick and served in small
cups.

Jews are bound by a set of dietary laws called
kashrut, which, among other restrictions, forbid the
consumption of pork and shellfish, as well as the
consumption of both meat and milk products at the
same meal. Not all Israelis observe these rules, but
many restaurants do.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Food
plays an important role in nearly all Jewish celebra-
tions. The Sabbath, observed on Saturday, is
ushered in on Friday evening with a family meal
including an egg bread called challah. At the Jewish
New Year the challah is baked in a circle, sym-
bolizing the cyclical nature of life. Apples and honey
also are eaten, symbolizing the wish for a sweet
new year. Hamentaschen are traditionally served at
Purim, the celebration of Queen Esther’s triumph
over the evil Haman, who was trying to annihilate
the Jewish people. These are cookies filled with
lekvar (prune preserves) and baked in the shape of a
triangle. Some believe hamentaschen symbolizes
the tricornered hat of Haman; others think it is his
pockets, and still others think it represents his ears,
which were clipped as a sign of shame. During
Passover, Jews abstain from eating all leavened
foods (bread, pasta, etc.). Instead they eat matzoh, a
flat, crackerlike bread. This is in memory of the
Exodus from Israel, when the Jews could not wait
for their bread to rise, and so carried it on their backs
to bake in the sun. Passover also is observed with a
ritual meal called a seder. Four glasses of wine, rep-
resenting God’s four promises to Israel (‘‘I will bring
you out of Egypt;’’ ‘‘I will deliver you;’’ ‘‘I will re-
deem you;’’ and ‘‘I will take you to be my people’’),
are drunk throughout the evening. Other symbolic
foods at the occasion include boiled eggs (sym-
bolizing new life) and charosis (a mixture of apples
and walnuts, representing the mortar the Jews used
as slaves). On Shavuot in the late spring, dairy-
based treats are served. Because cooking is forbidden
on the Sabbath, a traditional Saturday meal is
cholent, a thick stew that is left in the oven to
simmer overnight.

Basic Economy. Israel’s economy was originally
based on a socialist model, in which the Histadrut
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People voting in an election. Israel is a parlimentary democracy, divided into six administrative districts.

trade union was the most powerful organization,
controlling most of agriculture, industry, and
health care. However, in the past few decades,
Histadrut’s power has been diluted as the country
has adopted more capitalist policies. The economy
today is based largely on advanced technology. Its
high-tech firms play an important role in the global
economy, and foreign investment in these firms is
abundant. Despite its limited natural resources, the
country has become nearly self-sufficient in food
production (with the exception of grains). Still, ag-
riculture accounts for only 2 percent of the GDP and
employs roughly 2 percent of the labor force. Ser-
vices account for 81 percent and industry for 17
percent. The Israeli economy grew significantly
during the 1990s, thanks to an influx of skilled
immigrants and growth in the technology sector.
While 2000 was the most financially successful
year in Israel’s history, gains in prosperity, and
particularly foreign investments, feel somewhat
tenuous after the recent outbreaks of violence.

Land Tenure and Property. Some land is privately
owned and some is public property. Israel also has a
system of kibbutzim (singular: kibbutz), cooperative
farms in which property is collectively owned. Resi-
dents share chores, and instead of a salary receive
housing, medical care, education, and other neces-
sities. There are also moshav, farming communities

in which each family owns its own house and is
responsible for its own land, but in which other
functions, such as selling their products, are done
collectively.

Commercial Activities. Israel produces a variety
of agricultural goods, including meat and dairy
products, vegetables, citrus, and other fruits. Com-
puter industries and technology account for a large
amount of the nation’s commercial activity. Tour-
ism is another important sector. Israel draws
roughly two million tourists each year, with its
historical and religious sites as well as resorts and
health spas near the Dead Sea.

Major Industries. Israel has a variety of indus-
tries, including food processing, textiles, diamond
cutting and polishing, metal products, military
equipment, high-technology electronics, and tour-
ism.

Trade. The main exports are machinery and equip-
ment, software, cut diamonds, textiles, and agricul-
tural products. These go primarily to the United
States, the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, the Bene-
lux countries, and Japan. Israel imports raw mate-
rials, military equipment, rough diamonds, fuel,
and consumer goods from the United States, the
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Benelux countries, Germany, and the United King-
dom.

Division of Labor. Palestinian Israelis generally do
not have access to as good an education as Israeli
Jews and therefore are more likely to occupy less
skilled and poorly paid positions. Immigrants as
well, even highly educated ones, often are forced to
take jobs of a low status, and many are unem-
ployed.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Israel is not highly stratified
economically; most people have a similarly com-
fortable standard of living. However, the majority
of the poor are Palestinian. Recent immigrants from
Africa and Eastern Europe also tend to be at a disad-
vantage economically.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Among Israeli
Jews, clothing is often an indication of religious or
political affiliation. Men wear yarmulkes, or skul-
lcaps, for prayer; more observant men wear them at
all times. Conservative Jewish men can be distin-
guished by their black hats, whereas liberal Jews
wear white crocheted caps. In the strictest Orthodox
communities, men dress all in black and wear peyes,
long sidelocks. Women keep their heads covered;
traditionally, after marriage, they shave their heads
and wear wigs. Secular or less conservative Jews,
who comprise the majority of the population, wear
Western-style clothes. Many Arabs wear traditional
Muslim dress, which for men is a turban or other
headdress and long robes, and for women is a long
robe that covers the head and the entire body.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Israel is a parliamentary democracy,
divided into six administrative districts. There is no
formal constitution; instead, there is the Declara-
tion of Establishment, from 1948, the Basic Laws of
the parliament (Knesset), and the Israel citizenship
law. The head of government is the prime minister,
elected by popular vote for a four-year term. The
120 members of the Knesset also are elected for four
years. The Knesset selects the president, who serves
as chief of state.

Leadership and Political Officials. There about
twelve political parties represented in the Knesset,
ranging from the far right wing to the far left, and
many in between. The most powerful of the conser-
vative parties is the fairly centrist Likud. The Labor
Party is the liberal party with the most clout, and

the one Palestinian Israelis tend to support. The
Palestinian Liberation Organization, headed by Yas-
sar Arafat, is the main political representation of
Palestinians seeking the formation of a separate
state. There also are several militant and terrorist
organizations with this same objective, including
Hamas and Hezbollah.

Social Problems and Control. The legal system is
a combination of English common law and British
mandate regulations. For personal matters, Jews,
Muslims, and Christians are subject to separate ju-
risdictions.

The role of the police force is sometimes virtu-
ally interchangeable with that the army—for ex-
ample, in the case of the border guards in the West
Bank. The Palestinian National Authority has its
own police and security forces, which have a record
of human rights abuses. Palestinian civilians have a
reputation for violence against Israeli soldiers and
law-enforcement officers, who in turn have a repu-
tation for responding brutally.

Military Activity. The military consists of the Is-
rael Defense Forces (ground, naval, and air troops),
the Pioneer Fighting Youth, the Frontier Guard, and
Chen (composed of women). All citizens, men and
women, are required to serve in the armed forces.
For unmarried women, two years of active duty are
required (not in combat); for men, a minimum of
four years. Military expenditures total $8.7 billion
annually, 9.4 percent of the GDP.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Social welfare programs include pensions for the
elderly, maternity insurance, workers’ compensa-
tion, and allowances for large families. The govern-
ment also provides assistance for recent immi-
grants, although these programs have been
criticized for helping well-off immigrants at the ex-
pense of poorer native-born Israelis.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

A number of nongovernmental Jewish organiza-
tions make considerable economic contributions to
Israel, such as the international World Zionist Or-
ganization, which supports the immigration of
Jews to Israel from around the world. Synagogues
in the United States and Europe also send aid and
sponsor tree-planting drives. Israel also has a sys-
tem of ‘‘national institutions,’’ which are not part
of the government but function alongside it in the
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A Torah scribe works with his son. Judaism is the official Israeli religion, and the Torah is the most sacred text.

realms of social welfare services, education, and cul-
ture.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Women are well
represented in many fields, both traditional (teach-
ing, nursing, child care), and nontraditional (law,
politics, the military). Israel even elected a female
prime minister, Golda Meir, who served from 1969
to 1974. Some strides toward equality have been
reversed; while it used to be a hallmark of kib-
butzim that labor was divided without respect to
gender, today women are more likely to be found in
the kitchen and in child care facilities. Women, like
men, are required to serve in the armed forces, and
during the war for independence fought in the front
lines alongside men. Today women are not per-
mitted combat. Instead they are mostly confined to
adminstration and education, and usually do not
achieve high-ranking positions.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. In the
Orthodox tradition, women and men live very sepa-
rate lives. Women are considered inferior, and are
excluded from many traditional activities. How-
ever, most of Israeli society is more progressive, and
women are generally accorded equal status to men,

both legally and socially. (The main exception to
this is the divorce law.)

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Traditionally, in both Arab and Jewish
societies, marriages were often arranged, but that is
uncommon nowadays. However, there are power-
ful social taboos against intermarriage, and it is
illegal for a Jew to marry a non-Jew in Israel. Those
wishing to do so must go abroad for the ceremony.
Even within the Jewish community, it is unusual
for a very observant Jew to marry someone secular.
Divorce is legal, but Orthodox Jewish law applies.
According to this statute, men have the power to
prevent their ex-wives from remarrying. If the
woman enters into another relationship, the courts
refuse to recognize it, and any children from such a
union are considered illegitimate and themselves
cannot marry in the State of Israel.

Domestic Unit. The most common family unit
consists of a nuclear family. In more traditional
families, grandparents are sometimes included in
this. In the original kibbutz system, the living ar-
rangements were different. Husband and wife lived
in separate quarters from their children, who were
housed with the other young people. Some kib-
butzim still operate in this way, but it is now more
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common for children to live with their parents,
although their days are still spent separately.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Babies are generally adored and
showered with affection. The extended family plays
an important role in helping to raise the baby, but
the mother generally takes primary responsibility.
Jewish boys are circumcised eight days after birth
in a religious ceremony called a bris.

Child Rearing and Education. In most of Israeli
society, children are raised in the setting of a nuclear
family. However, collective child care is common,
especially for mothers who work outside the home.
In kibbutzim, they stay separately from their par-
ents, and usually see them only at night or on
weekends. Children are generally indulged and are
not strictly disciplined.

In the Arab tradition, boys and girls are raised
separately. They have different responsibilities at
home, where girls are expected to help much more
with domestic chores. The schools are also usually
gender-segregated.

Education is mandatory from the ages five
through fifteen. The state runs both religious and
nonreligious schools; 70 percent of children attend
the nonreligious ones. There is a separate education
system for Arab children, where the language of
instruction is Arabic. The quality of education in
these schools is often lower due to a relative un-
availability of teachers and poor resources, and they
have at times been subject to closings due to violence
and political instability. Arab schools receive some
funding from the government, as well as from reli-
gious institutions. There are three types of high
schools: academic, vocational, and agricultural.

Higher Education. Israel has seven universities.
Entrance standards are high, and students must
pass a national exam before being admitted. The
oldest and most prestigious of these is Hebrew Uni-
versity in Jerusalem, which also has one of the
strongest medical schools in the Middle East. Ben-
Gurion University, in Beersheba, specializes in nat-
ural conservation, and Technion in Haifa focuses on
science and engineering. The Weizmann Institute in
Rehovot supports postgraduate study. There also
are vocational, agricultural, and teacher training in-
stitutes. Yeshivot are religious academies (generally
not open to women) that train future rabbis and
Jewish scholars.

ETIQUETTE

Israelis are very informal in social interactions.
Their standards would, in many other countries, be
considered rude. For example, store clerks do not act
at all solicitous or even acknowledge a customer’s
presence until the customer approaches. ‘‘Please’’
and ‘‘thank you’’ are not uttered lightly. Despite
this apparent brusqueness, touching and eye con-
tact are common in social interactions.

Religious etiquette dictates that women dress
conservatively when visiting holy sites (shorts are
not acceptable for either gender) and that men cover
their heads with a yarmulke.

Arabs are physically affectionate people, but in
Arab society, men and women are often separated
socially and there is less physical contact between
men and women in public. It is customary to re-
move one’s shoes before entering an Arab house-
hold.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Judaism is the official religion.
Eighty percent of the population are Jewish, 15
percent are Muslim, and 4 percent are Christian or
Druze. Jews believe in the Hebrew Bible, or Tenakh,
which corresponds to the Christian Old Testament.
The most sacred text is the Torah, or the five books
of Moses. The Bible is seen as both historical record
and religious law. Different communities follow the
Holy Book with varying degrees of literalness. The
strictest are the ultra-Orthodox, who believe that
the Scriptures were physically handed down from
God. There are also Conservative, Reform, and Re-
constructionist congregations, who interpret the
law more leniently, and who allow women more of
a role in the religion. There also are different sects of
Judaism, such as the Hasidim and the Lubbavicher.

There are five pillars of faith that Muslims fol-
low. They are: a declaration of faith in Allah; pray-
ing five times a day; giving alms to the poor; fasting
from sunrise to sundown during the holy month of
Ramadan; and making a pilgrimage at some point
in one’s life to the holy city of Mecca.

Religious Practitioners. Rabbis are the religious
leaders of the Jewish community. They are or-
dained in Jewish law, and often are scholars in
addition to delivering sermons and offering spiritual
guidance. The Chief Rabbinate is a body of rabbis
who make the religious laws to which Israeli Jews
are subject.
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An overview of Haifa and the bay area, in 1989.

The main religious figures in the Muslim com-
munity are muezzins, who are scholars of the Ko-
ran and sound the call to prayer from mosques.

Rituals and Holy Places. Jews worship in syna-
gogues. In the most traditional, men sit in the front
and women in the back, separated by a partition, or
in a balcony. There are a number of places in Israel,
in Jerusalem in particular, that have religious sig-
nificance to Jews, Muslims, and Christians. The
Dome of the Rock is an ancient Muslim shrine.
Christians often make pilgrimages to the Church of
the Holy Sepulcher, also in Jerusalem. The Wailing
Wall, the remains of the Temple destroyed by the
Romans in 70 C.E., is a sacred spot for Jews. There is
a separate section of the wall for men and women.
People often write their prayers on pieces of paper
and slip them in cracks between the stones. The
Jewish New Year, called Rosh Hashana, falls in
September or October. Jews attend synagogue for
two days and listen to readings from the Torah. The
ten days following Rosh Hashana are known as the
Days of Awe, a period of reflection and penitence.
This culminates in Yom Kippur, the Day of Atone-
ment, and the holiest day of the year. Jews fast
from sundown to sundown and attend synagogue,
where they repent for their sins and ask God to be
inscribed in the Book of Life for another year. Suk-
kot, the harvest festival, is later in the fall. Hanuk-

kah, which falls in December, is an eight-day holi-
day celebrating the victory of the Maccabees over
the Greeks in C.E. 165. Purim, in the spring, cele-
brates Queen Esther’s outsmarting Haman, who
wished to kill the Jewish people. Passover, which
falls later in the spring, remembers Jewish libera-
tion from slavery in Egypt.

The bar mitzvah (for boys) or bat mitzvah (for
girls) is an important coming-of-age ceremony in
Judaism. Children study for years to prepare for the
event that occurs when they turn thirteen. They are
called to read from the Torah before the congrega-
tion; the service is followed by a party with food
and dancing.

Death and the Afterlife. Judaism focuses more on
the here and now, rather than the concept of an
afterlife. A death is followed by a mourning period
of seven days, a process called sitting shiva, during
which friends and relatives pay visits to the family
of the deceased and bring food. Mourners dress in
black, sit on low stools, and recite prayers. Another
traditional practice is for mourners to tear their
clothes; today they generally rip only the lapel of
their shirts. When visiting a Jewish cemetery, it is
customary to place a stone on the gravestone in
memory of the deceased.
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Making the desert bloom in the arid Jordan Valley, kibbutz members prepare the ground for planting winter crops.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Israel has a well-developed health care system. It
has one of the highest ratios of doctors to general
population in the world. Since independence, sanita-
tion has improved, and the rate of infectious dis-
eases has decreased. Histadrut, the labor federation,
runs Kupat Cholim, or Sick Fund, which provides
health care to members through regional hospitals
and local clinics. The Ministry of Health provides for
those who do not receive care from a sick fund. In
general, Jews receive better health care than Arabs.

The life expectancy is longer for Jews, and the in-
fant mortality rate is significantly lower.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Noted here are the more secular Israeli holidays, but
virtually all celebrations and commemorative occa-
sions have some religious significance. The dates of
these holidays vary from year to year, because the
Jewish calendar does not correspond to the
Gregorian: Holocaust Memorial Day, April/May;
Memorial Day, April/May; Independence Day,

I S R A E L

1 1 1 4



April/May; Jerusalem Day, May/June; National
Day (Palestinian), November.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The government founded the
magazine Ariel to promote literary endeavors. The
publication now has a web page as well. There is a
national drama company, Habima, as well as dance
troupes, a national orchestra, and museums and
galleries, including the Museum of Contemporary
Art in Tel Aviv and the Israel Museum in Jerusalem.

Literature. Israel has a varied literary scene. Many
of its writers have come to the country from
abroad, including Zbigniew Herbert from Poland,
Vasko Popa from Yugoslavia, and Robert Friend
from the United States. The Israeli writer Shmuel
Yosef Agnon, a German who immigrated to Israel in
1913, won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1966.
The poet Arnon Levy, who was born in Jerusalem,
has also gained international recognition, as has
Yehuda Amichai, whose verses have been translated
into a variety of languages. Amos Oz is perhaps the
best-known Israeli writer internationally. Both his
novels and his nonfiction have been translated into a
number of languages.

Graphic Arts. Contemporary painting and sculp-
ture are alive and well in Israel. The Israeli style is
highly influenced by European art, but much of it
deals explicitly with Jewish themes and issues. Is-
raeli artists who have gained international acclaim
include the painters Ya’akov Agam, Menashe
Kadishman, Avigdor Arikha, and the sculptors
Dany Karavan and Ygael Tumarkin.

Ritual Jewish art includes beautifully crafted
menorahs (candelabra), wine cups, candlesticks,
tallilot (prayer shawls), and other ceremonial ob-
jects.

Performance Arts. Israel has a well-known phil-
harmonic orchestra. The country has produced
such classical music stars as violinist Yitzhak Perl-
man and pianist and conductor Daniel Barenboim.
The Leonard Bernstein International Music Compe-
tition in Jerusalem gives annual awards in classical
music. Pop music and rock and roll also have a large
following, particularly in Tel Aviv, where local stars
such as Ofra Haza, Ilanit, and Shalom Hanoch per-
form to enthusiastic audiences. Klezmer, a form of
Jewish music that originated in Eastern Europe dur-
ing the seventeenth century, is a raucous blend of
drums, violins, clarinets, keyboards, and tambou-
rines that is common at wedding celebrations.

The Israel Ballet Company is world-famous.
There are several modern dance troupes as well,
most notably Inbal, Batsheeva, and Bat Dor. Israeli
choreographer Ohad Nahrin is well known in the
dance world. Israel also has a lively tradition of folk
dances, which are performed by professional
troupes and at occasions such as weddings. The
hora, a circle dance, is one of the most commonly
performed.

Theater also is popular in Israel. Jewish theater
is traditionally highly melodramatic, although
many contemporary productions adopt many
Western theatrical conventions and social issues.
There are companies that stage productions in Rus-
sian and English as well as in Hebrew and Arabic.
The film industry, also thriving, is best known for
its documentaries, including Yaakov Gross’s Pio-
neers of Zion, produced in 1995, and Toward Jerusa-
lem, Ruth Beckermann’s 1992 production.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The country’s scientific and technological progress
has been aided in recent years by an influx of well-
educated immigrants from the former Soviet
Union. Israeli scientists have made contributions in
electronics, nuclear and solar power, and computer
hardware and software, as well as in weapons-
related technology. Cutting-edge firms have devel-
oped wireless and cellular telephone technology, as
well as new applications for the Internet.
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CULTURE NAME

Italian

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Republic of Italy, Italia, Repubblica Italiana

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Romans used the name Italia
to refer to the Italian peninsula. Additionally, Italy
has been invaded and settled by many different
peoples. Etruscans in Tuscany preceded the Ro-
mans and Umbria, while Greeks settled the south.
Jews entered the country during the period of the
Roman republic, and Germanic tribes came after
the fall of Rome. Mediterranean peoples (Greeks,
North Africans, and Phoenicians) entered the
south. The Byzantine Empire ruled the southern
part of the peninsula for five hundred years, into
the ninth century. Sicily had many invaders, in-
cluding Saracens, Normans, and Aragonese. In
1720, Austrians ruled Sicily and at about the
same time controlled northern Italy. There is a
continuing ethnic mixing.

Location and Geography. Italy is in south central
Europe. It consists of a peninsula shaped like a high–
heeled boot and several islands, encompassing
116,300 square miles (301,200 square kilometers).
The most important of the islands are Sicily in the
south and Sardinia in the northwest. The Mediter-
ranean Sea is to the south, and the Alps to the north.
A chain of mountains, the Apennines, juts down the
center of the peninsula. The fertile Po valley is in the
north. It accounts for 21 percent of the total area;
40 percent of Italy’s area, in contrast, is hilly and 39
percent is mountainous. The climate is generally a
temperate Mediterranean one with variations
caused by the mountainous and hilly areas.

Italy’s hilly terrain has led to the creation of
numerous independent states. Moreover, agricul-

ture in most of the country has been of a subsis-
tence type and has led to deforestation. Since
World War II, many Italians have turned away
from rural occupations to engage in the industrial
economy.

Rome was a natural choice for the national cap-
ital in 1871 when the modern state was united after
the annexation of the Papal States. Rome recalls
Italy’s former grandeur and unity under Roman
rule and its position as the center of the Catholic
Church.

Demography. Italy’s population was approxi-
mately 57 million in 1998. The population growth
rate is .08 percent with a death rate of 10.18 per
1,000 and a birthrate of 9.13 per 1,000. Life expec-
tancy at birth is 78.38 years. Population growth
declined quickly after World War II with the indus-
trialization of the country.

The majority of the people are ethnically Italian,
but there are other ethnic groups in the population,
including French–Italians and Slovene–Italians in
the north and Albanian–Italian and Greek–Italians
in the south. This ethnic presence is reflected in the
languages spoken: German is predominant in the
Trentino–Alto Adige region, French is spoken in
the Valle d’Aosta region, and Slovene is spoken in
the Trieste–Gorizia area.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official language is
Italian. Various ‘‘dialects’’ are spoken, but Italian
is taught in school and used in government. Sicil-
ian is a language with Greek, Arabic, Latin, Ital-
ian, Norman French, and other influences and
generally is not understood by Italian speakers.
There are pockets of German, Slovene, French, and
other speakers.

Symbolism. Italian patriotism is largely a matter
of convenience. Old loyalties to hometown have
persisted and the nation is still mainly a
‘‘geographic expression’’ (i.e., there is more identity
with one’s home region than to the country as a
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whole) to many Italians. The national anthem,
Fratelli d’Ialia, generally is seen as something to be
played at sporting events with teams from other
countries. The red, green, and white flag has mean-
ing for most citizens but does not stir a great deal of
fervor. The strongest ties are to one’s family. There-
fore, politicians make appeals for loyalty to the
nation based on loyalty to the family, stressing ties
to the patria (‘‘fatherland’’).

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. It was not until the
middle of the nineteenth century that Italy as we
know it today came to be. Until that time, various
city-states occupied the peninsula, each operating
as a separate kingdom or republic.

Forces for Italian unification began to come to-
gether with the rise of Victor Emmanuel to the
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throne of Sardinia in 1859. That year, after the
French helped defeat the Austrians, who had come
to rule regions through the Habsburg Empire, Vic-
tor Emmanuel’s prime minister, Count de Cavour
of Sardinia, persuaded the rest of Italy except the
Papal States to join a united Italy under the leader-
ship of Victor Emmanuel in 1859. In 1870 Cavour
managed to be on the right side when Prussia de-
feated France and Napoleon III, the Pope’s protector,
in the Franco-Prussian War. On 17 March 1861,
Victor Emmanuel of Sardinia was crowned as king
of Italy. Rome became the capital of the new nation.

Italy’s history is long and great. The Etruscans
were the first major power in the Italian peninsula
and Italy was first united politically under the Ro-
mans in 90 B.C.E. After the collapse of the Roman
Empire in the fifth century C.E., Italy became merely
a ‘‘geographic expression’’ for many centuries.
Chaos followed the fall of the Roman Empire. Char-
lemagne restored order and centralized government
to northern and central Italy in the eight and ninth
centuries. Charlemagne brought Frankish culture
to Italy, and under the Franks, the Church of Rome
gained much political influence. The popes were
given a great deal of autonomy and were left with
control over the legal and administrative system of
Rome, including defense.

The Carolingian line became increasingly weak
and civil wars broke out, weakening law and order.
Arabs invaded the mainland from their strongholds
in Sicily and North Africa. In the south, the
Lombards claimed sovereignty, where they estab-
lished a separate government, until they were re-
placed by the Normans in the eleventh century.

City governments, however, had profited from
Carolignian rule and remained vibrant centers of
culture. Local families strengthened their hold on
the rural areas and replaced Carolingian rulers. Italy
had become difficult to rule from a central location.
It had become a collection of city–states.

Through the ensuing years, numerous rulers
from beyond the Alps, with or without the consent
of the papacy, failed to impose their authority.
Throughout the fourteen and fifteenth centuries of
campanilismo (local patriotism), only a minority of
people would have heard the word ‘‘Italia.’’ Loyal-
ties were predominantly provincial. However, there
were elements that made a strong contrast to the
world beyond the Alps: a common legal culture,
high levels of lay education and urban literacy, a
close relationship between town and country, and a
nobility who frequently engaged in trade.

Three features in particular from this period so-
lidified the notion of a unified culture. The first was

the maturing of the economic development that had
originated in the earlier centuries. Northern and
central Italian trade, manufacture, and financial
capitalism, together with increasing urbanization,
were to continue with extraordinary vigor and to
have remarkable influence throughout much of the
Mediterranean world and Europe as a whole—a
development that served as the necessary prelimi-
nary for the expansion of Europe beyond its ancient
bounds at the end of the fifteenth century. Second
came the extension of de facto independent city–
states, which, whether as republics or as powers
ruled by one person or family, created a powerful
impression upon contemporaries and posterity. Fi-
nally, and allied to both these movements, it was
from this society that was born the civilization of
the ‘‘Italian Renaissance’’ that in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries was to be exported to the rest of
Europe.

Italian rivalries of status, class, family, and
hometown prevented unity throughout its history.
The period from the fifteenth through the mid-eigh-
teenth centuries was no exception. Nations grew
and their ambitions, as well as those of the Italian
city–states, continued to plague Italy. France and
Spain in particular intervened in Italian affairs.
Moreover, the chaos caused by these invasions led
the Italian states to seek to further their own partic-
ular goals.

Italy became part of the Spanish Habsburg in-
heritance in 1527 when the Spanish king Charles I
(Holy Roman Emperor Charles V) sent his troops in
to take over Rome. Spain established complete con-
trol over all the Italian states except Venice.

Italy was ready for the new ideas of the French
Enlightenment after the economic depression,
plagues, wars, famines, and invasions of the seven-
teenth century. Italian intellectuals resented the su-
pranational character of the papacy, the immunities
of clerics from the state’s legal and fiscal apparatus,
the church’s intolerance and intransigence in theo-
logical and institutional matters, and its wealth and
property, and demanded reforms. Some changes in
administration, taxation, and the economy were
made by Habsburg rulers Maria Theresa and Jo-
seph, but these reforms did not go far enough. The
French Revolution and Napoleon’s army demon-
strated that a united Italy was possible and that
arms might be the only way to achieve it.

Under the leadership of Victor Emmanuel,
Count de Cavour, and Giuseppe Garibaldi, the vari-
ous city-states moved toward unity. The writings
of Allessandro Manzoni in the common tongue
aided the forging of an Italian identity. His I Promessi
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A man in elaborate costume at an outside café celebrates during the Venice Carnival in Piazza San Marco, Venice.

Sposi provided a romantic image of Italy struggling
against outside forces. Giuseppe Mazzini’s Young
Italy organization and his fiery writings during and
after the revolutions of 1848 did much to stir Italian
nationalism and hatred of outside rule.

National Identity. The issue of regionalism has
plagued Italy to the present day. Originally, the
issue was one of the more developed north against
the poor south. Italian regions had their own sepa-
rate histories over a fourteen–hundred–year period.
Many different ‘‘dialects’’ were spoken, and cus-
toms varied from area to area. In the period since the
Risorgimento, the Italian unification movement,
there has been a great deal of unity achieved. There
is still a difference between the north, the central
region, and the south. However, literacy has made a
common language the norm. Television, radio, and
newspapers have aided education by fostering a
sense of national culture.

Ethnic Relations. Many countries and peoples
have occupied Italy over the centuries. Italians
resented each of these conquerors. However, they
intermarried with them and accepted a number of
their customs. Many customs, for example, in Si-
cily are Spanish in origin.

Italians have assimilated a number of people
within their culture. Albanians, French, Austrians,

Greeks, Arabs, and now Africans have generally
found a welcome in peaceful social interaction. This
mixture is reflected in the wide variety of physical
characteristics of the people—skin and hair color-
ings, size, and even temperaments. Italians easily
incorporate new foods and customs into the na-
tional mix. In all, there are about one million resi-
dent foreigners.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE

OF SPACE

The northern area is highly industrialized and ur-
banized. Milan, Turin, and Genoa form the
‘‘industrial triangle.’’ After World War II, there was
a great migration to urban areas and into industrial
occupations.

In spite of the previous agricultural and rural
nature of Italy’s Mezzogiorno (south), architecture
there as well as in more industrialized areas of Italy
has followed urban models. The architecture
throughout Italy has strong Roman influences. In
Sicily, Greek and Arabic ones join these influences.
Throughout, a strong humanistic tone prevails but
it is a humanism touched with deep religious feel-
ing. There is a ‘‘family’’ feeling about the divine that
often baffles non–Italians.
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Italians tend to cluster in groups, and their ar-
chitecture encourages this clustering. The piazzas of
each town or village are famous for the parading of
people through them at night with friends and rela-
tives. Public space is meant to be used by the people,
and their enjoyment is taken for granted.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Food is a means for establish-
ing and maintaining ties among family and friends.
No one who enters an Italian home should fail to
receive an offering of food and drink. Typically,
breakfast consists of a hard roll, butter, strong cof-
fee, and fruit or juice. Traditionally, a large lunch
made up the noon meal. Pasta was generally part of
the meal in all regions, along with soup, bread, and
perhaps meat or fish. Dinner consisted of leftovers.
In more recent times, the family may use the later
meal as a family meal. The custom of the siesta is
changing, and a heavy lunch may no longer be
practical.

There are regional differences in what is eaten
and how food is prepared. In general, more veal is
found in the north, where meals tend to be lighter.
Southern cooking has the reputation of being heav-
ier and more substantial than northern cooking.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. There
are special foods for various occasions. There is a
special Saint Joseph’s bread, Easter bread with
hard–boiled eggs, Saint Lucy’s ‘‘eyes’’ for her feast
day, and the Feast of the Seven Fishes for New
Year’s Eve. Wine is served with meals routinely.

Basic Economy. Only about 4 percent of the gross
national product comes from agriculture. Wheat,
vegetables, fruit, olives, and grapes are grown in
sufficient quantities to feed the population. Meat
and dairy products, however, are imported.

Lombardy is, perhaps, the richest area of Italy.
It is the location of the fertile Po river valley as well
as Milan, the chief commercial, industrial, and fi-
nancial center. It is also the major industrial area of
Italy. Textiles, clothing, iron and steel, machinery,
motor vehicles, chemicals, furniture, and wine are
its major products. It stands in marked contrast to
the southern area of the country that has only re-
cently begun to emerge from its agricultural econ-
omy.

Italy began its major shift from agriculture to a
major industrial economy after World War II. At
the beginning of the twenty-first century, it is the
fifth-largest economy in the world. Italy has only
recently abandoned its interventionist economic

policies that created periods of recession. Under
pressure from the European Union it has begun to
face its federal deficit, crime, and corruption. The
state has begun a major retreat from participating
in economic activities. Unemployment, however,
has remained around 12 percent and economic
growth has risen barely above the 1 percent level as
the new millennium began.

Land Tenure and Property. Italy’s economy is
basically one of private enterprise. The government,
however, owns a large share of major commercial
and financial institutions. For example, the govern-
ment has major shares in the petroleum, transpor-
tation, and telecommunication systems. In the
1990s Italy began to more away from government
ownership of business.

Commercial Activities. Most of Italy’s commer-
cial centers are in the developed northern region.
Milan is the most important economic center of
Italy. It is located in the midst of rich farmland and
great industrial development. It has extensive road
and rail connections, aiding its industrial power.
Milan is predominant in the production of automo-
biles, airplanes, motorcycles, major electric appli-
ances, railroad materials, and other metalworking.
It is also important for its textiles and fashion in-
dustry. Chemical production, medicinal products,
dyes, soaps, and acids are also important. Addition-
ally, Milan is noted for its graphic arts and publish-
ing, food, wood, paper, and rubber products. It has
kept pace with the world of electronics and cyberne-
tic products.

Genoa remains Italy’s major shipbuilding cen-
ter. However, it also produces petroleum, textiles,
iron and steel, locomotives, paper, sugar, cement,
chemicals, fertilizers, and electrical, railway, and
marine equipment. It is also a center for finance and
commerce. Genoa is Italy’s major port for both pas-
sengers and freight.

Florence, located about 145 miles (230 kilome-
ters) northwest of Rome, is renowned for its mag-
nificent past. Tourists flock to Florence to see its
unparalleled art treasures. Turin, in contrast, is
noted for automobile manufacturing and its mod-
ern pace of life. It is located just east of the Alps. In
addition to Fiats and Lancias, Turin manufactures
airplanes, ball-bearings, rubber, paper, leather-
work, metallurgical, chemical, and plastic products,
and chocolates and wines.

Major Industries. Italy is important in textile pro-
duction, clothing and fashion, chemicals, cars, iron
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Boats float in a canal lined by houses in Venice.

and steel, food production, wine, shipbuilding, and
other industrial activities.

Trade. Italy exports metals, textiles and clothing,
production machinery, motor vehicles, transporta-
tion equipment, and chemicals. In 1996, Italy ex-
ported almost 2 billion gallons of wine. It exports
about $250 billion in material and imports about
$190 billion. Imports include industrial machinery,

chemicals, petroleum, metals, food and agricultural
products, and transportation equipment.

Division of Labor. There is a great hierarchy of
prestige according to one’s occupation. Those in
professional jobs have greater prestige than those in
manual labor. The importance of tailoring one’s
lifestyle to the appropriate job is significant. Thus,
anyone who works with a pencil and paper, or
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today a computer, is above others who get their
hands dirty.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. There is a vast difference in
wealth between the north and the south. There are
also the usual social classes that are found in indus-
trial society. Italy has a high unemployment rate,
and differences between rich and poor are notice-
able. New immigrants stand out since they come
from poorer countries. The government has had a
vast social welfare network that has been cut in
recent years to fit the requirements of the European
Union. These budget cuts have fallen on the poorer
strata of society.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Speech is a so-
cial boundary marker in Italy. The more education
and ‘‘breeding’’ a person has, the closer that per-
son’s speech comes to the national language and
differs from a dialect. Style of dress, choice of food
and recreation, and other boundary markers also
prevail. Clothes from Armani, Versace, and other
fashion designers are beyond the reach of the poor.
There is a difference also in what food one eats,
certain food being more prestigious, such as veal or
steak, than others. Although pasta and bread are
still staples for all classes, it is what else and in what
quantity meat is available that marks social classes.

Leisure and the manner in which it is spent are
also class boundary markers. The more leisure and
the great the amount of travel mark off groups
from each other. The more private the beaches, the
longer the siesta, the more opulent the family villa,
the greater the prestige. Soccer is for everyone, but
more expensive entertainment is restricted by cost.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Italy is a republic with twenty re-
gions under the central government. In 1861, the
Italian states were unified under a monarch. The
republic was formed on 2 June 1946 and on 1
January 1948, the republic’s constitution was pro-
claimed. There are three branches of government:
executive, judicial, and legislative. The legal system
is a combination of civil and ecclesiastical law. The
system treats appeals as new trials. There is a Con-
stitutional Court that has the power of judicial re-
view. A chief of state (the president) and a head of
government (the prime minister) head the executive
branch. There have been numerous changes of gov-
ernment since the end of World War II. There are
two houses in the parliament: the Senate and the

Chamber of Deputies. Both houses have elected and
appointed members chosen through a complicated
system of proportional representation and
appointed. Voters must be 25 years old to vote for
senators but only 18 in all other elections.

Leadership and Political Officials. Italy has been
plagued with too many political parties and, in
some sense, every Italian is his or her own political
party. Recent reforms have not ended the problem.
New parties have grown from combinations or alli-
ances of a number of parties. The major parties are
Olive Tree, Freedom Pole, Northern League, Com-
munism Refoundation, Italian Social Movement,
Pannella–Sgarbi’s List, Italian Socialist, Autono-
mous List, and Southern Tyrol’s List. The Olive Tree
is the party of the democrat left. The Freedom Pole is
the party of the right to center. Other parties oc-
cupy various positions on the political spectrum.
There are certain rules of respect toward those in
power. Presents are usually given, and support is
promised in return. People approach those in power
through intermediaries.

Social Problems and Control. Italians resent in-
trusions into private and family life. They have had
centuries of practice in evading what they consider
unjust laws. The major crime problem comes from
the Mafia. Special courts and task forces have made
some headway against the Mafia. Scandals linking
politicians and judges to the Mafia have led to
greater action in seeking its extermination. Street
crime, such as robbery, is prevalent in the larger
cities, and murder is a serious problem, with about
one thousand five hundred per year, and an addi-
tional two thousand attempted murders per
annum. The national police are found throughout
the country. The judicial system operates on an
inquisitorial system. There is no presumption of in-
nocence, and judges routinely question defendants.
The Catholic Church, family, and friends serve as
strong informal social controls.

Military Activity. The country’s president is the
commander of the armed forces. He also chairs the
Supreme Council of Defense. Male military service is
compulsory. Italy is a member of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO). The first significant
deployment of troops outside Italy took place in
1997, when troops were sent to Albania to help
control the chaos that resulted with the collapse of
the economy. As a member of NATO, the country
allowed its air bases to be used in attack on Yugosla-
via.
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Italian architecture—especially the use of public space—encourages socializing.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Until the 1990s Italy had a cradle–to–grave social
welfare system. Italy began to cut its involvement
in these programs in response to pressure from its
European partners to cut its budget deficits. These
changes affected unemployment insurance, retire-
ment pensions, child support, and other major pro-
grams. However, Italy’s system is still impressive
when compared with that of the United States.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND

OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

The Catholic Church is deeply involved in various
charitable activities in Italy. In addition to the
Church’s activities on behalf of the homeless, poor,
orphans, prisoners, and others, there are a number
of other NGOs operating in Italy. The Italian Red
Cross and Caritas, for example, are involved in vari-
ous projects to resettle refugees in Italy. The Associ-
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ation for Minority People works on behalf of mi-
norities worldwide, including in Italy. COSPE is
another agency that works with minorities and ref-
ugees, teaching languages to minority ethnic
groups in Italy, and with programs in Africa, Asia,
Latin America, and Eastern Europe.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Traditionally, men
went out to work and women took care of the
home. After World War II, that arrangement
changed rapidly. While old notions of gender segre-
gation and male dominance prevail in some rural
areas, Italian women have been famous for their
independence and many anthropological and his-
torical works point out that their assumed past
subordination was often overstated. Currently,
women participate in every aspect of political, eco-
nomic, and social life. Women are equal under the
law and attend universities and work in the labor
force in numbers commensurate with their share of
the population.

A sign of female independence is Italy’s negative
population growth. It is true, however, that women
continue to perform many of the same domestic
tasks they did in the past while assuming new re-
sponsibilities.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. In Ital-
ian culture, men were given preferential status and
treatment. Women were assigned the position of
the ‘‘soul’’ of the family, while men were the
‘‘head.’’ Men were to support and defend the family
while women raised the children and kept them-
selves chaste so as not to disgrace the family. How
much of the ideal was ever found in the real world is
problematic. Women in general always had more
power than they were traditionally supposed to
have. Currently, Italian women are often considered
the most liberated in Europe.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. In the past, marriages were arranged
and women brought a dowry to the marriage.
However, there were ways to help one’s parents
arrange marriage with the right person. The poorer
classes, in fact, had more freedom to do so than did
the wealthier ones. Dowries could be waived and
often were. Currently, marriage is as free as any-
where else in the world. Except for those who enter
the clergy, almost all Italians marry. But there is a
custom in many families for a child to remain un-

married to care for aged parents. Divorce was for-
bidden until recently.

Domestic Unit. The family is the basic household
unit. It may vary in size through having other rela-
tives live with the nuclear family or through taking
in boarders. Often two or more nuclear families
may live together. It is common for newly married
couples to live for a time with the bride’s parents.
Traditionally the husband was the ruler of the fam-
ily, in theory, while the wife took care of the day–
to–day operations. The reality may have been quite
different. Tasks have traditionally been assigned ac-
cording to age and sex. There is evidence that there is
some change in this system as more and more often
both parents work outside the home.

Inheritance. By law, all members of the family
inherit equally. Special personal items may be given
to loved ones before death to assure their being
received by the designated heir.

Kin Groups. Italians are famous for their family
lives. They are often tied to one another by relation-
ships on both sides of the family. They can and do
expand or contract their extended kin groups by
emphasizing or de-emphasizing various kinship
ties. Usually, children of the same mother feel a
necessity to cooperate against the outside world.
Other ties may be egocentric. Generally, a male feels
closest for many reasons to his mother’s sisters and
their kin. These kin traditionally protected him
from the father’s side, traditionally the side of
‘‘justice’’ as opposed to ‘‘mercy’’ and unmitigated
love.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. There is a fear that others will be
jealous of a healthy and bright baby. Care is taken
not to be foolish and boast too much about one’s
child. There are many charms and practices to ward
off dangers, such as the evil eye. Children are cod-
dled and held to keep them happy and content. They
eat at will, are allowed to sleep with their parents,
and are taken on family outings. Although times
are changing it is still common to have families go
to nightclubs and restaurants together. Parents are
glad to see signs of activity in children and tease
youngsters almost mercilessly to teach them to
stand up for themselves. Older children routinely
care for younger ones.

Child Rearing and Education. Children are in-
dulged when young. As they grow older, they are
expected to obey their parents and contribute to the

I T A L Y

1 1 2 5



Tiled rooftops on brick buildings and homes in Siena. Architecture throughout Italy shows strong Roman influences.

work of the household. They are trained to be loyal
to the family and defend it against others. The
Catholic Church is still important in Italian lives
through providing a structure for rites of passage.
A good child is one who obeys, does not disgrace the
family, and loves his or her parents. Children are
seen to resemble other family members, often dead
ones. Although inheritance of personality traits is
given a great deal of credence, there is still an intense
effort made to shape the child’s personality. Direc-
tions are given, surveillance is constant, and physi-
cal punishment is common.

Higher Education. Current Italian society empha-
sizes formal education, including higher education.
However, Italy currently ranks last in expenditure
per pupil in higher education in the European
Union. There are a number of notable universities,
many with long lineages: the universities of Bolo-
gna and Salerno, among others, go back to medieval
times.

ETIQUETTE

Italians generally are effusive in their public behav-
ior. There is a great deal of public embracing and
kissing upon greeting people. It is also polite to sit
close to people and to interact by lightly touching
people on the arms. Italian gazes are intense. It is felt

that someone who cannot look you in the eyes is
trying to hide something. Elders expect and get
respect. They enter a room first. Men stand for
women and youngsters for adults. Children tend to
be used to run errands and help any adult, certainly
any adult in the family. Gazing intently at
strangers is common, and Italians expect to be
looked at in public. Traditionally, younger women
deferred to men in public and did not contradict
them. Older women, however, joined in the general
give and take of conversation without fear. Italians
have little respect for lines and generally push their
way to the front. There is great care given to pre-
serving one’s bella figura, dignity. Violating an-
other’s sense of self–importance is a dangerous ac-
tivity.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Ninety percent of the popula-
tion is Roman Catholic. The other 2 percent is
mainly comprised of Jews, along with some Mus-
lims and Orthodox and Eastern Rite Catholics. The
general supernatural beliefs are those of the Catholic
Church as mixed with some older beliefs stretching
back to antiquity. In Sicily, for example, Arabic and
Greek influences have mixed with popular Spanish
beliefs and been incorporated into Catholicism.

I T A L Y

1 1 2 6



A woman purchases produce at the Campo de Fiori Market in Rome.

Thus, there are beliefs in the evil eye, charms, spells,
messages through dreams, and various other types
of omens. Witches have powers and there are anti–
witches. Many of these beliefs, of course, have
yielded to the rationalism of the modern age.
Others, however, exist below the surface.

Religious Practitioners. Rome, or more precisely
Vatican City, is the center of the Roman Catholic
religion. Thus, the Pope, cardinals, bishops, monsi-
gnors, priests, members of various male and female
religious orders, and others are omnipresent. The
seven sacraments form a framework for religious
life. Churches are plentiful and also attract the tour-
ist dollar. There are more folk–like practitioners
who carry on ‘‘magic’’ or ‘‘superstitious’’ prac-
tices—various healers who may have the gift of
hands, witches, purveyors of charms and spells,
and many others.

Rituals and Holy Places. Italy is filled with over
2000 years’ worth of holy places. Rome and the
Vatican City alone have thousands of shrines, relics,
and churches. There are relics of Saint Peter and
other popes. Various relics of many saints, places
holy to Saint Francis of Assisi, shrines, places where
the Virgin Mary is reputed to have appeared, and
sites of numerous miracles are found across the
country. Similarly, religious ceremonies are fre-

quent. There are the usual holy days of the Roman
Catholic Church—Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, the
Immaculate Conception and others. In addition,
there are local saints and appearances by the Pope.
The sanctification of new saints, various blessings,
personal, family, and regional feast days and daily
and weekly masses add to the mix. There are also
various novenas, rosary rituals, sodalities, men’s
and women’s clubs, and other religious or quasi–
religious activities.

Death and the Afterlife. Italians generally believe
in a life after death in which the good are rewarded
and the evil punished. There is a belief in a place
where sins are purged, purgatory. Heaven and hell
are realities for most Italians. The deceased are to be
remembered and are often spoken to quietly. Fu-
nerals today take place in funeral parlors. Respect
for the dead is expected. Failure to attend a wake for
a family member or friend is cause for a breach of
relationship unless there is a patently valid reason.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Italy was a pioneer in modern health care with its
medieval centers for medical study. Although mod-
ern Italy has a number of modern doctors and
health specialists, it has had a history of healers and
potion–makers. There was a prevalent belief, for
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example, in people having ‘‘healing hands.’’ These
people, it was felt, could heal soreness and broken
bones by touch and manipulation. Others could
cause disease through incantations or spells. Vari-
ous faith healers practiced their arts.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Most secular celebrations also are tied to religious
holidays, like Christmas or New Year’s (the Cir-
cumcision of Jesus). These celebrations tend to be
family affairs. The Anniversary of the Republic is
celebrated on 2 June. There is a show of patriotism
through air shows and fireworks. Generally, it, too,
is a day off and a family holiday. Independence Day
is March 17 and provides another opportunity for
family activity.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Italian art has a long history.
Part of that history is the support it has received
from public and private benefactors. That tradition
continues into the present day with numerous
benefactors who support the arts and humanities.
These include the Agnelli Foundation, La FIMA
(Foundazione Italiana per la Musica Antica), and
numerous others.

Literature. Italian literature has its roots in Roman
and Greek literature. Until about the thirteenth cen-
tury Italian literature was written in Latin. There
were various poems, legends, saint’s lives, chron-
icles and similar literature. French and Provencal
was also used. This literature concerned Charle-
magne and King Arthur.

In the thirteenth century Sicilians composed the
earliest poetry written in Italian at the court of Fred-
erick II. Frederick and his son Manfred administered
the Holy Roman Empire from Sicily. This poetry
was a courtly poetry, following the Provencal
models closely. When the Hohenstaufen dynasty
fell in 1254, the capital of Italian poetry moved
north. There were poets before Dante, especially
Guittone d’Arezzo and Guido Guinizelli, the founder
of the dolce stil nuovo—sweet new style. Dante’s La
Vita Nuova (1292) is in this style, and it influenced
Petrach and other Renaissance writers. At about the
same time as the dolce stil nuovo appeared, Saint
Francis of Assisi began another type of poetry, a
devotional style filled with love for all of God’s crea-
tures. Dante’s greatest work was La Divine Comida.

Petrarch was the next great literary figure in
Italy. He worked to restore classical Latin as the
language of scholarship and literature. Petrarch be-

lieved that Italy was the heir of Rome, and he
worked to foster Italian nationalism and unity. In
spite of his classical scholarship, his work in Italian
is Petrarch’s greatest contribution to literature. His
sonnets to Laura bring a fiery passion to Italian
literature. Boccaccio’s Decameron (1353) drew on
both Dante and Petrarch as influences and in turn
influenced numerous writers. It not only uses the
vernacular but also uses true–to–life stories.

The fifteenth century was the period of the High
Renaissance and included ‘‘universal men’’ such as
Michelangelo, Leon Battista Alberti, and Leonardo
da Vinci, among others. These men generally
profited from patrons of the arts such as Lorenzo
de’Medici and the Popes, such as Alexander VI. The
first major Italian drama was Orfeo (c. 1480) writ-
ten by Angelo Poliziano. There were still works done
in the medieval geste style, which were based on the
medieval romances.

In the sixteenth century, Italian rose to great
heights with the writing of Pietro Bembo, Nicolo
Machiavelli, and Ariosto. Machiavelli is best known
for The Prince (1640), the first realistic work of polit-
ical science and a call for Italian unity. Ariosto’s
poem, Orlando furioso (1516) is an epic dealing with
Charlemagne, an old theme but with a new sophis-
tication. There were numerous fine works written
during century. The early exuberance was stifled,
however, by the mood of the Counter–
Reformation. Nonetheless, Torquato Tasso’s mas-
terpiece, Geusalemme liberata (1575), managed to
break through the fog of repression. However, it
received such petty criticism that Tasso wrote a
poor new version of the poem.

The seventeenth and eighteenth century saw a
decline in the standard of living in Italy. Trade had
shifted to the Atlantic and Italy was under the polit-
ical domination of Spain, France, and Austria. It
was also the period of the baroque. The one great
work of the period is Giambattista Marino’s Adone
(1623). The majority of other work in the century is
depressingly gloomy, as befits the general tenor of
Italian life of the period.

The next century saw a movement toward sim-
plicity, the Arcadia movement. It was a period of
naivete in style and simplicity in narrative. Greek
models were used. The period was also influenced
by the French Enlightenment.

The nineteenth century was the century of the
Risorgimento. Giacomo Leopardi wrote magnificent
lyric poems. Leopardi shows great feeling in his
works as well as a deep nationalism. Alessandro
Manzoni’s I promessi sposi (1825–1827) is a great
work of nationalistic fiction. Manzoni called for a
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A mountain shepherd with goats in Lenola, circa 1985. After World War II, Italy began moving from an agricultural economy to
an industrial economy.

return to the pure Tuscan dialect. However, na-
tionalism also inspired a realist movement that
extolled the beauty of regional dialects and life. The
Sicilian Giovanni Verga was a leader of the move-
ment and its greatest novelist.

The eaarly twentieth century has witnessed a
number of different styles. Gabriele D’Annunzio,
who began writing in the previous century, had
great influence in the twentieth century. Benedetto
Croce and others carried on the work of modern
though in Italy. Luigi Pirandello, a 1934 Nobel Prize

winner, was an innovator in style and thought.
Fascism threatened to destroy Italian literature, and
many of its great writers went abroad. Ignazio
Silone, for example, produced Fonatamara and Bread
and Wine overseas.

After World War II Italian literature blossomed
again. All the major movements found in the West
had their counterparts in Italy. A simple listing of
major figures is sufficient to suggest the importance
of modern Italian literature. In poetry, there are
Giuseppe Ungaretti, Eugenio Montale, and Sal-
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The Coliseum in Rome, a popular tourist spot.

vatore Quasimodo. In fiction, there are Carlo Levi,
Elio Vittorini, Vasco Pratolini, Mario Doldati, Ce-
sare Pavese, Vitaliano Brancati, Giuseppe Tomasi di
Lampedusa, Alberto Moravia, Giorgio Bassani, Dino
Buzzati, Elsa Morante, Natalia Levi Ginzburg,
Primo Levi, and Umberto Ecco.

Graphic Arts. The history of Italian graphic arts is
at least as long as that of literature. Italian artists
such as Michelangelo, Leonardo, Fra Angelico, Ra-
phael, and numerous others are known throughout
the world. There is not one type of art in which Italy
is not famous.

Italy has a cultural heritage that is felt every-
where in the country. Remains of Greek and
Etruscan material culture are found throughout the
south and middle of the peninsula. Roman antiqui-
ties are found everywhere. Pompeii and
Herculaneum are famous for their well–preserved
archeological remains. The city of Rome is itself a
living museum. Throughout the country there are
churches, palaces, and museums that preserve the
past. There are, for example, over 35 million art
pieces in its museums. Moreover, Italy has 700 cul-
tural institutes, over 300 theaters, and about 6,000
libraries, which hold over 100 million books.

Italy’s museums are world famous and con-
tain, perhaps, the most important collections of

artifacts from ancient civilizations. Taranto’s mu-
seum, for example, offers material enabling schol-
ars to probe deeply into the history of Magna
Gracie. The archaeological collections in the Roman
National Museum in Rome and in the National Ar-
chaeological Museum in Naples are probably
among the world’s best. Similarly, the Etruscan col-
lection in the National Archaeological Museum of
Umbria in Perugia, the classical sculptures in the
Capitalize Museum (Museo Capitolino) in Rome,
and the Egyptian collection in the Egyptian Mu-
seum in Turin are, perhaps, the best such collections
in the world.

The classical age is not the only age represented
in Italy’s museums. The Italian Renaissance is well
represented in a number of museums: the Uffizi
Gallery (Galleria degli Uffizi), Bargello Museum
(Museo Nazionale del Bargello), and Pitti Palace Gal-
lery (Galleria di Palazzo Pitti, or Galleria Palatina)
are all located in Florence.

The Uffizi contains masterpieces by Michelan-
gelo, Leonardo da Vinci, Botticelli, Piero della Fran-
cesca, Giovanni Bellini, and Titian. The Bargello has
specialized in Florentine sculpture, with works by
Michelangelo, Benvenuto Cellini, Donatello, and the
Della Robbia family. The Pitti Palace has a fine col-
lection of paintings by Raphael, as well as about five
hundred important works of the sixteenth and sev-
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enteenth centuries, which were collected by the Me-
dici and Lorraine families.

Performance Arts. Italian music has been one of
the major glories of European art. It includes the
Gregorian chant, the troubadour song, the madri-
gal, and the work of Giovanni Palestrina and
Claudio Giovanni Monteverdi. Later composers in-
clude Antonio Vivaldi, Alessandro and Domenico
Scarlatti, Gioacchino Rossini, Gaetano Donizetti,
Giuseppe Verdi, Giacomo Puccini, and Vincenzo
Bellini. The most famous of Italy’s opera houses is
La Scala in Milan. There are other famous venues
for opera, including San Carlo in Naples, La Fenice
Theatre in Venice, and the Roman arena in Verona.
Additionally, there are fifteen publically-owned
theaters and numerous privately-run ones in Italy.
These theaters promote Italian and European plays
as well as ballets.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

All forms of the physical and social sciences are
practiced in Italy. There is no area in which Italian
scholars are not prominent. Government and pri-
vate funding is extensive. Schools of engineering,
social work and other applied work are prominent.
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CULTURE NAME

Jamaican

ORIENTATION

Identification. In 1494, Columbus named the
island Santiago. The Spanish wrote the name used
by the native Taino, ‘‘Yamaye,’’ as ‘‘Xaymaca.’’
The Taino word is purported to mean ‘‘many
springs.’’ The abbreviated name, ‘‘Ja’’ and the
Rastafarian term ‘‘Jamdung’’ (Jamdown) are used
by some residents, along with ‘‘Yaahd’’ (Yard), used
mainly by Jamaicans abroad, in reference to the
deterritorialization of the national culture.

Location and Geography. Jamaica, one of the
Greater Antilles, is situated south of Cuba. Divided
into fourteen parishes, it is 4,244 square miles
(10,990 square kilometers) in area. In 1872, Kings-
ton, with a quarter of the population, became the
capital.

Demography. The population in 1998 was 2.75
million. Fifty-three percent of the population resides
in urban areas. The population is 90 percent black, 1
percent East Indian, and 7 percent mixed, with a few
whites and Chinese. The black demographic cate-
gory includes the descendants of African slaves,
postslavery indentured laborers, and people of
mixed ancestry. The East Indians and Chinese ar-
rived as indentured laborers.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official language is En-
glish, reflecting the British colonial heritage, but
even in official contexts a number of creole dialects
that reflect class, place, and social context are spo-
ken.

Symbolism. The national motto, which was
adopted after independence from Great Britain in
1962, is ‘‘Out of many, one people.’’ In the national
flag, the two black triangles represent historical
struggles and hardship, green triangles represent

agricultural wealth and hope, and yellow cross-
stripes represent sunshine and mineral resources.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Jamaica was a Spanish
colony from 1494 to 1655 and a British colony
from 1655 to 1962. The colonial period was marked
by conflict between white absentee owners and local
managers and merchants and African slave la-
borers. After independence, there was conflict be-
tween plantation and industrial economic interests
and those of small, peasant cultivators and landless
laborers. In the 1920s, rural, landless unemployed
persons moved into the Kingston-Saint Andrew
area in search of work. The new urban poor, in
contrast to the white and brown-skinned political,
merchant, and professional upper classes threw in
sharp relief the status of the island as a plural soci-
ety. In 1944, with the granting of a new constitu-
tion, Jamaicans gained universal suffrage. The
struggle for sovereignty culminated with the gain-
ing of independence on 6 August 1962.

National Identity. Class, color, and ethnicity are
factors in the national identity. Jamaican Creole, or
Jamaica Talk, is a multiethnic, multiclass indige-
nous creation and serves as a symbol of defiance of
European cultural authority. Identity also is defined
by a religious tradition in which there is minimal
separation between the sacred and the secular, ma-
nipulable spiritual forces (as in obeah), and ritual
dance and drumming; an equalitarian spirit; an
emphasis on self-reliance; and a drive to succeed
economically that has perpetuated Eurocentric cul-
tural ideals.

Ethnic Relations. The indigenous Taino natives of
the region, also referred to as Arawaks, have left
evidence of material and ideational cultural influ-
ence. Jews came as indentured servants to help es-
tablish the sugar industry and gradually became
part of the merchant class. East Indians and Chinese
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were recruited between the 1850s and the 1880s to
fill the labor gap left by ex-slaves and to keep plan-
tation wages low. As soon as the Chinese finished
their indentured contracts, they established small
businesses. East Indians have been moving gradu-
ally from agricultural labor into mercantile and
professional activities.

The major ethnic division is that between
whites and blacks. The achievement of black major-
ity rule has led to an emphasis on class relations,
shades of skin color, and cultural prejudices, rather
than on racial divisions. Jamaica has never experi-
enced entrenched ethnic conflict between blacks and
Indians or Chinese.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Settlement patterns were initiated by plantation ac-
tivities. Lowland plantations, complemented by ur-
ban trade and administrative centers, ports, and do-
mestic markets, were the hub of activity. As the
plantations declined and as the population grew,
urban centers grew faster than did job opportuni-
ties, leading to an expanding slum population and
the growth of urban trading and other forms of
‘‘informal’’ economic activities.

Architecture reflects a synthesis of African,
Spanish, and baroque British influences. Traces of
pre-Columbian can be seen in the use of palm fronds
thatch and mud walls (daub). Styles, materials,
size, and furnishings differ more by class than by
ethnicity. Since much of Caribbean life takes place
outdoors, this has influenced the design and size of
buildings, particularly among the rural poor. The
Spanish style is reflected in the use of balconies,
wrought iron, plaster and brick facades, arched
windows and doors, and high ceilings. British influ-
ence, with wooden jalousies, wide porches, and pat-
terned railings and fretwork, dominated urban ar-
chitecture in the colonial period. Plantation houses
were built with stone and wood, and town houses
typically were built with wood, often on a stone or
cement foundation. The kitchen, washroom, and
‘‘servant’’ quarters were located separately or at the
back of the main building. The traditional black
peasant dwelling is a two-room rectangular struc-
ture with a pitched thatched roof and walls of
braided twigs covered with whitewashed mud or
crude wooden planks. These dwellings are starting
to disappear, as they are being replaced by more
modern dwellings with cinder block walls and a
corrugated metal roof.
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FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. A ‘‘country’’ morning meal,
called ‘‘drinking tea,’’ includes boiled bananas or
roasted breadfruit, sauteed callaloo with ‘‘saal fish’’
(salted cod), and ‘‘bush’’ (herbal) or ‘‘chaklit’’
(chocolate) tea. Afro-Jamaicans eat a midafternoon
lunch as the main meal of the day. This is followed
by a light meal of bread, fried plantains, or fried
dumplings and a hot drink early in the evening. A
more rigid work schedule has forced changes, and
now the main meal is taken in the evening. This
meal may consist of stewed or roasted beef, boiled
yam or plantains, rice and peas, or rice with
escoviched or fried fish.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. Rice is a
ubiquitous ceremonial food. Along with ‘‘ground
provisions’’ such as sweet potato, yam, and green
plantains, it is used in African and East Indian cere-
monies. It also is served with curried goat meat as
the main food at parties, dances, weddings,
and funerals. Sacrificially slaughtered animals and
birds are eaten in a ritual context. Several African-
religious sects use goats for sacrifice, and in
Kumina, an Afro-religious practice, goat blood is
mixed with rum and drunk.
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Basic Economy. Since the 1960s, the economy,
which previously had been based on large-scale ag-
ricultural exportation, has seen considerable diver-
sification. Mining, manufacturing, and services are
now major economic sectors.

Land Tenure and Property. Land tenure can be
classified into legal, extralegal, and cultural-institu-
tional. The legal forms consist of freehold tenure,
leasehold and quitrent, and grants. The main ex-
tralegal means of tenure is squatting. The cultural-
institutional form of tenure is traditionally known
as ‘‘family land,’’ in which family members share
use rights in the land.

Commercial Activities. The economy is based pri-
marily on manufacturing and services. In the ser-
vice economy, tourism is the largest contributor of
foreign exchange. The peasantry plays a significant
role in the national economy by producing root
crops and fruits and vegetables.

Trade. The main international trading partners are
the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and
the Caribbean Economic Community. The major
imports are consumer goods, construction hard-
ware, electrical and telecommunication equipment,
food, fuel, machinery, and transportation equip-
ment. The major exports are bauxite and alumina,
apparel, sugar, bananas, coffee, citrus and citrus
products, rum, cocoa, and labor.

Division of Labor. In the plantation economy, Af-
rican slaves performed manual labor while whites
owned the means of production and performed
managerial tasks. As mulattos gained education
and privileges, they began to occupy middle-level
positions. This pattern is undergoing significant
change, with increased socioeconomic integration,
the reduction of the white population by emi-
gration, and the opening of educational opportuni-
ties. Blacks now work in all types of jobs, including
the highest political and professional positions; the
Chinese work largely in retail and wholesale trades;
and Indians are moving rapidly into professional
and commercial activities. Women traditionally are
associated with domestic, secretarial, clerical, teach-
ing, and small-scale trading activities.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The bulk of national wealth is
owned by a small number of light-skinned or white
families, with a significant portion controlled by
individuals of Chinese and Middle Eastern heritage.
Blacks are confined largely to small and medium-

size retail enterprises. While race has played a def-
ining role in social stratification, it has not assumed
a caste-like form, and individuals are judged on a
continuum of color and physical features.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Black skin is
still associated with being ‘‘uncivilized,’’
‘‘ignorant,’’ ‘‘lazy,’’ and ‘‘untrustworthy.’’ Life-
style, language, cuisine, clothing, and residential
patterns that reflect closeness to European culture
have been ranked toward the top of the social
hierarchy, and symbols depicting African-derived
culture have been ranked at the bottom. African
symbols are starting to move up in the ranks,
however.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Jamaica, a member of the British
Commonwealth, has a bicameral parliamentary
legislative system. The executive branch consists of
the British monarch, the governor general, the
prime minister and deputy prime minister, and the
cabinet. The legislative branch consists of the Senate
and the sixty-member elected House of Representa-
tives. The judicial branch consists of the supreme
court and several layers of lower courts.

Leadership and Political Officials. The two
major parties are the People’s National Party (PNP)
and the Jamaica Labor Party (JLP). Organized pres-
sure groups include trade unions, the Rastafarians,
and civic organizations.

Social Problems and Control. The failure of the
socialist experiment in the 1970s and the emphasis
on exports have created a burgeoning mass of urban
poor (scufflers) who earn a meager living in the
informal, largely small-scale trading sector and en-
gage in extralegal means of survival. Also, globaliz-
ation has led to the growth of the international drug
trade. The most serious problem is violent crime,
with a high murder rate. Governmental mecha-
nisms for dealing with crime-related social prob-
lems fall under the Ministry of National Security
and are administered through the Criminal Justice
System.

Military Activity. The military consists of the Ja-
maica Defense Force (which includes the Ground
Forces, the Coast Guard, and the Air Wing) and the
Jamaica Constabulary Force. Both branches include
males and females. The military is deployed mainly
for national defense and security purposes but occa-
sionally aids in international crises.
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Two men shoveling coffee beans into a barrel. Agriculture is now only one of many fields open to black Jamaicans, once enslaved
to work the plantations.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The social development system combines local gov-
ernmental programs and policies, international
governmental support, and local and international
nongovernmental organization (NGO) participa-
tion. It is administered largely by the Ministry of
Youth and Community Development. The social se-
curity and welfare system includes the National In-
surance Scheme (NIS) and public assistance pro-
grams. NIS benefits include employment benefits;
old age benefits; widow and widower, orphan, and
special child benefits; and funeral grants.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Over 150 NGOs are active in areas such as environ-
mental protection, the export-import trade, socio-
economic development, and education.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Men are predomi-
nant in leadership positions in government, the pro-
fessions, business, higher education, and European-
derived religions and engage in physical labor in
agriculture. Women work primarily in paid and

unpaid in household labor, formal and informal
retail trades, basic and primary education, clerical
and administrative jobs, and social welfare.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Traditionally, woman’s place is in the home and
women receive less remuneration than men. The
appropriate place for men is outside the home, in
agriculture, business, government, or recreation.
This attitude is changing.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. There are two types of marriage pat-
terns: the legally recognized and socially preferred
Western-style monogamous union and the so-
called consensual union. The selection of a spouse is
made by individual choice, but in more traditional
communities, the approval of parents and close rel-
atives is sought. Among the Indians and Chinese,
monogamous unions predominate. Traditionally,
among African Jamaicans there has been a link
between socioeconomic status and type of mar-
riage, with the consensual union associated with
the rural and urban poor and the legal union associ-
ated with economically stable, landholding peas-
ants, and the middle and upper classes. A consen-
sual union often occurs among young people, with
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The Kingston business district. Jamaica’s economy now includes mining, manufacturing, and services in addition to agriculture.

a legal union taking place when economic stability
is achieved.

Domestic Unit. The domestic unit typically con-
sists of a grandmother, a mother, and the mother’s
offspring from the current and previous unions.
The father may be a permanent part of the unit,
may visit for varying periods, or may be absent.
Often the unit includes children of kin who are part
of other households.

Inheritance. Inheritance generally passes bilater-
ally from parents to children and grandchildren.
Among the poor, land that is inherited helps to
maintain strong family and locality relationships.

Kin Groups. The concept of family applies to blood
and nonblood kin who maintain an active, func-
tional relationship with respect to material and so-
cial support. It is not limited to the household. Fam-
ily relations are of great importance, and children of
the poor often are shifted from household to house-
hold for support. Kin relations are traced bilaterally
for four or five generations.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. The use of midwives is still popular,
and breast-feeding is done in all the ethnic groups. A

baby is named and registered within a few days of
its birth, and soon afterward it is ‘‘christened.’’ In-
fants typically sleep with the mother and are carried
in her arms. A crying baby is rocked in the mothers
arms and hummed to. As a baby ages, the parents
and grandparents try to accommodate their expec-
tations to the child’s unique qualities; the baby is
allowed to ‘‘grow into itself.’’

Child Rearing and Education. Firm discipline
underlies child care until a child leaves home and/or
becomes a parent. The mother is central, but all
members of the household and other close kin have
some responsibility in rearing a child. It is believed
that the behavior of the pregnant mother influences
what the child will become. Children are said to ‘‘take
after’’ a parent or to be influenced by ‘‘the devil’’ or
the spirits of ancestors. Children are given progres-
sively demanding responsibilities from the age of five
or six. For poor parents in all ethnic groups, the
single most important route out of poverty is the
education of their children. In more traditional set-
tings, the child is ‘‘pushed’’ by the entire family and
even the community. The national stereotype is that
Indians and Chinese pay greater attention to their
offspring, who perform better than blacks.

Higher Education. Higher education is considered
essential to national success, and the parliament has
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established the National Council on Education to
oversee higher education policy and implementa-
tion. Expenditures on education have continued to
rise. There are two universities the University of the
West Indies, and the University of Technology.

ETIQUETTE

Politeness and courtesy are highly valued as aspects
of being ‘‘raised good.’’ They are expressed through
greetings, especially from the young to their elders.
A child never ‘‘backtalks’’ to parents or elders. Men
are expected to open doors for women and help with
or perform heavy tasks. Women are expected to
‘‘serve’’ men in domestic contexts and, in more tra-
ditional settings, to give the adult males and guests
the best part of a meal.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The Anglican church is regarded
as the church of the elite, but the middle class in all
ethnic groups is distributed over several non-Afri-
can-derived religions. All the established denomina-
tions have been creolized; African-Caribbean reli-
gious practices such as Puk-kumina, revivalism,
Kumina, Myalism, and Rastafarianism have espe-
cially significant African influences.

Religious Practitioners. Among less modernized
African Jamaicans, there is no separation between
the secular and the sacred. Afro-Jamaican leaders
are typically charismatic men and women who are
said to have special ‘‘gifts’’ or to be ‘‘called.’’

Rituals and Holy Places. Rituals include
‘‘preaching’’ meetings as well as special healing rit-
uals and ceremonies such as ‘‘thanksgiving,’’ ances-
tral veneration, and memorial ceremonies. These
ceremonies may include drumming, singing, danc-
ing, and spirit possession. All places where orga-
nized rituals take place are regarded as holy, includ-
ing churches, ‘‘balm yards,’’ silk cotton trees, burial
grounds, baptismal sites at rivers, and crossroads.

Death and the Afterlife. Death is regarded as a
natural transformation, and except in the case of
the very old, its cause is believed to be the violation
of a cultural norm, evil spirits, or envy. After a
death, kin and community gather at the home of
the deceased to lend support and assist in funeral
preparations, which involve washing and tying the
body. People gather at the home of the deceased each
night until the burial in a ritual called ‘‘setup.’’
Funerals are one of the most important African-

A Rastafarian man.

Jamaican rituals. A large harmonious funeral is
considered a sign of good living.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Jamaicans use a mix of traditional and biomedical
healing practices. The degree of use of traditional
means, including spiritual healing, is inversely re-
lated to class status. Among the African Jamaicans,
illness is believed to be caused by spiritual forces or
violation of cultural taboos. Consequently, most
illnesses are treated holistically. When traditional
means fail, modern medicine is tried.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Independence Day is celebrated on the first Monday
in August. Other noteworthy holidays are Christ-
mas, Boxing Day, New Year’s Day, and National
Heroes Day, which is celebrated the third Monday
in October. Chinese New Year is celebrated.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The arts and humanities
have a long tradition of development and public
support, but state support has been institutional-
ized only since independence. Most artists are self-
supporting.
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Literature. Indians, Chinese, Jews, and Europeans
brought aspects of their written tradition, yet cur-
rent literary works are overwhelmingly African Ja-
maican. The oral tradition draws on several West
African-derived sources, including the griot tradi-
tion; the trickster story form; the use of proverbs,
aphorisms, riddles, and humor in the form of the
‘‘big lie’’; and origin stories. The 1940s saw the
birth of a movement toward the creation of a
‘‘yard’’ (Creole) literature.

Graphic Arts. The tradition of graphic arts began
with indigenous Taino sculpting and pottery and
has continued with the evolution of the African
tradition. Jamaica has a long tradition of pottery,
including items used in everyday domestic life,
which are referred to as yabbah. There is a West
African tradition of basket and straw mat weaving,
seashell art, bead making, embroidery, sewing, and
wood carving.

Performance Arts. Most folk performances are
rooted in festivals, religious and healing rituals, and
other African-derived cultural expressions. Tradi-
tional performances take the form of impromptu
plays and involve social commentary based on the
African Caribbean oratorical tradition (‘‘speech-
ifying’’ or ‘‘sweet talking’’). Music is the most
highly developed of the performing arts. There is a
long tradition of classical music interest, but the
country is best known for its internationally popu-
lar musical form, reggae. Jamaica also has a strong
tradition of folk and religious music. Drama is the
least developed performing art, but it has been expe-
riencing a new surge of energy.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

There are physical and social science programs at
the University of West Indies (UWI) and the Insti-

tute of Jamaica and its ancillary research bodies
such as the African Caribbean Institute of Jamaica.
The UWI has a medical school and a law school, and
there is a University of Technology. Most social
science research is done with support from the Insti-
tute of Social and Economic Research.
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CULTURE NAME

Japanese

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Japanese names, Nihon and
Nippon, are alternative readings of written charac-
ters that mean ‘‘origin of the sun’’ (‘‘Land of the
Rising Sun’’).

European names for the country probably orig-
inated with Marco Polo, who most likely adopted a
name for Japan used in a Chinese dialect.

The name ‘‘Yamato’’ is used by archaeologists
and historians to distinguish Japanese artistic
genres from their Chinese counterparts. When used
as a contemporary term, Yamato has strong associ-
ations with the imperial system, and thus with con-
servative nationalist ideologies.

Contemporary Japan is considered a highly ho-
mogeneous society, but regional variation in social
and cultural patterns has always been significant.
Pride of place and identification with local cultural
patterns remain strong. Japanese people often at-
tribute personality traits to people from particular
regions, and regional identity often is expressed
through local culinary specialties and dialects.

Location and Geography. The Japanese archipel-
ago consists of four major islands and over six-
thousand minor ones, covering approximately
234,890 square miles (378,000 square kilometers),
and has enormous climatic variation. The four
major islands are Hokkaidō, Honshū, Shikoku, and
Kyūshū. The southern island group of Okinawa
(the Ryūkyū Islands) is geographically, historically,
and culturally distinct.

Japan faces the Pacific Ocean along the entire
eastern and southern coastline. To the north and
west are the Sea of Okhotsk, the Sea of Japan, and
the East China Sea. The Korean peninsula is the
closest point on the Asian mainland. Japanese life

has always been oriented toward the ocean. The
currents that converge offshore create fertile and
varied fishing grounds.

The climate is shaped by Asian-Pacific monsoon
cycles, which bring heavy rains from the Pacific
during the summer and fall, followed by icy winds
from North Asia during the winter that dump snow
in the mountains.

There are approximately 1,500 volcanoes, and
because the islands lie on major fault lines, earth-
quakes are common occurrences. Only about 15
percent of the land is level enough for agriculture,
and so the population density in coastal plains and
valleys is extremely high. Because of the steep
mountains, there are almost no navigable inland
waterways.

Demography. The population in 1999 was
127,000,000. The country is heavily urbanized,
and urban areas have extremely high population
densities. According to the 1995 census, 81 million
people (65 percent) live in urban areas; that consti-
tutes only 3 percent of the land area.

During the last 150 years of industrialization
and economic development, the population has
grown from around thirty million to its present
size. This increase occurred as a result of a rapid
demographic transition characterized by an enor-
mous movement of people from rural to urban
areas, dramatic decreases in infant mortality, in-
creases in longevity, widespread reliance on birth
control, and transformations of family composition
from large, multigenerational extended households
to small nuclear families.

Life expectancy is the highest in the world, and
the birthrate has been declining dramatically. Be-
cause of these trends, the population is projected to
peak early in the twenty-first century and then
shrink.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official and predomi-
nant language is Japanese (Nihongo). After the
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Meiji Restoration in 1868, the government at-
tempted to create a strong centralized state. Linguis-
tic unification was a step toward shaping the na-
tional identity. Through the national educational
system and the military, a dominant national dia-
lect replaced local and regional dialects. The result-
ing dialect, hyōjungo (‘‘the standard language’’),
was based on the linguistic patterns of Tōkyō’s

samurai (‘‘warrior’’) classes and has become the
norm in the educational system, the mass media,
government, and business.

Japanese is linguistically related to Korean, and
both languages are thought to be members of the
Ural-Altaic family. Despite similarity in syntax, vo-
cabulary, and grammar, the contemporary lan-
guages are mutually unintelligible. Japanese also
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has close connections to various Oceanic (Malayo-
Polynesian) languages, suggesting that in prehis-
toric times the archipelago may have been settled by
populations from Oceania as well as from the Asian
mainland.

Although Chinese and Japanese are fundamen-
tally unrelated and differ in phonology, syntax, and
grammar, Chinese has had enormous impact on the
Japanese language and civilization. The Chinese
system of writing was introduced along with Bud-
dhism in the sixth century, and Chinese ortho-
graphy was used to transform Japanese into a writ-
ten language. Until the nineteenth century, stylized
versions of written Chinese remained a hallmark of
elite culture.

The introduction of Chinese characters 1,500
years ago established semantic and orthographic
systems that make Japanese one of the most com-
plicated languages in the world. The contemporary
language relies on an enormous number of words
and terms that are Sino-Japanese in origin as well as
words derived from indigenous Japanese terminol-
ogy. Most written characters can be read in contem-
porary Japanese with both a Sino-Japanese pro-
nunciation and a Japanese reading.

In addition to the adaptation of Chinese charac-
ters to preexisting Japanese vocabulary, two pho-
netic systems of writing were developed after the
ninth century. Those orthographies made it possi-
ble to write Chinese phonetically and to write spo-
ken Japanese terms that had no equivalent Chinese
characters. Literacy therefore became attainable for
people not educated in the Chinese classics, and
many masterpieces of classical Japanese literature,
including the Tale of Genji, were written in those
scripts.

The writing system rōmaji (‘‘Roman charac-
ters’’) is used to transcribe Japanese into the Roman
alphabet. Rōmaji is widely used on signs, in adver-
tising, and in the mass media. An alternative sys-
tem, adopted but not mandated by the government,
is much less commonly used.

Although spoken and written forms of Japa-
nese are largely standardized throughout the na-
tion, there are several linguistically distinctive eth-
nic and regional dialects. The most distant dialects
are those spoken in the Okinawan islands. Okina-
wan dialects are considered by many linguists to be
distinct from Japanese. After the Kingdom of
Ryūkyū was annexed in 1879, the national govern-
ment tried to replace the use of the Ryūkyū lan-
guage with standard Japanese, but the isolation of
the islands, their lack of development before World
War II, and the American occupation until 1970,

enabled Okinawans to maintain the use of their
dialects.

Other linguistic minorities include the Korean-
Japanese and the Ainu. Most Korean-Japanese are
bilingual or, especially among the younger genera-
tions, monolingual speakers of Japanese. There are
only a handful of native speakers of Ainu.

Symbolism. National identity and unity are for-
mally symbolized by a number of conventional
icons and motifs, including the cherry blossom, the
red and white national flag portraying the rising
sun, and the chrysanthemum. These symbols have
contested meanings because they are associated
with the imperial family and World War II. The
chrysanthemum, for example, serves as the crest of
the imperial family, and cherry blossoms were
invoked in wartime propaganda to represent the
glory of kamikaze suicide pilots. Progressive politi-
cal groups resist flying the national flag and singing
the national anthem (Kimigayo) because of their
wartime associations.

Stereotypical images that are deployed in for-
eign representations of Japan, such as Mount Fuji,
geisha, and samurai, are not regarded by Japanese
people as symbols of contemporary identity.

Contemporary Japanese culture emphasizes
symbolic expressions of local or regional identity.
For example, local identity and pride are commonly
expressed through ‘‘famous local products.’’
Almost every village, town, and city is famous for
something, often a locally distinctive folk craft, a
local culinary specialty, or a traditional song or
performing art.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The peoples of the
Jōmon period (8000 B.C.E.–300 B.C.E.) were Neo-
lithic hunting-and-gathering bands. During the
Yayoi period (ca. 300 B.C.E.– ca. 300 C.E.) extensive
cultural contact with and migration from the Asian
mainland occurred, and a society arose that was
based on irrigated rice cultivation. The basic genetic
stock of the population and the fundamental pat-
terns of the language were established during that
period.

Japan came to the attention of China in the
fourth century. During the Yamato period (300
C.E.–552 C.E.), small chieftainships coalesced into a
rudimentary state-level society. The mythologies of
the indigenous Japanese religion, Shintō, date from
that period; they intertwine accounts of the divine
origins of the islands with chronicles of struggles
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among gods whose descendants eventually came to
be regarded as the imperial family, which claims an
unbroken line of descent since this period.

In 552, emissaries from the Korean kingdom of
Paekche established contact with the Yamato rulers.
They introduced Buddhism and thus brought Japan
into systematic contact with Chinese civilization.
Almost every aspect of Japanese life—agricultural
technology, written language, philosophy, archi-
tecture, poetry, medicine, and law—was trans-
formed. The Yamato state adopted the conventions
of the Chinese imperial court and tried to model
society along the lines of Chinese civilization.

In the late eighth century, a new capital was
established at what is now Kyōto, and during the
Heian period (794–1185) Japanese classical civiliza-
tion blossomed. Kyōto became the aristocratic cen-
ter of a refined culture that was influenced by con-
tact with China but developed independent and
sophisticated aesthetic, literary, and artistic styles.
The Tale of Genji, the world’s first novel, epitomizes
the culture of the Heian period.

By the end of the Heian period, economic, social,
and military power had shifted to provincial land-
holders and warriors. From the beginning of the
Kamakura period (1185–1333) the imperial court
appointed a Shōgun: a supreme military com-
mander who acted in the name of the imperial court
but was in fact the supreme political authority. Sev-
eral successive hereditary dynasties occupied this
position until 1868. Central control was in the
hands of the Shōgun’s court, while regional lords
governed individual provincial domains and com-
manded the personal loyalty of warrior retainers
(samurai). The Kamakura period and the following
periods were characterized by a warrior culture, in-
cluding the development of Japanese forms of
austere Zen Buddhism, martial arts, and the philo-
sophic code of warrior life now called Bushidō.

The medieval period ended in a century of civil
war lasting from the late fifteenth to the late six-
teenth century. Contacts with the West began in the
mid-sixteenth century with the arrival of the Portu-
guese Jesuit missionary Francis Xavier. The intro-
duction of Western weaponry hastened the consoli-
dation of power among a few increasingly
dominant warlords who unified the country and
ended the civil war.

In 1603 Tokugawa Ieyasu decisively defeated
most of the remaining opponents, and established a
dynasty that lasted until 1868. For over 260 years,
Japan experienced political stability, peace, and ris-
ing prosperity. Ieyasu established his capital in Edo
(renamed Tōkyō in 1868), which commanded the

Kantō region and was distant from the imperial
court in Kyōto. The Tokugawa regime ruled
through a complicated network of alliances with
approximately 250 regional lords, some closely
allied to the Tokugawa and others in opposition but
permanently subdued. Each fief retained its own
castle town, and as a political strategy, some fiefs
maintained a high degree of economic, social, and
cultural autonomy.

During the Tokugawa period, culture and soci-
ety became codified and somewhat uniform across
the country. Patterns established during this period
shaped, propelled, and constrained the country’s
modernization after 1868. By the 1630s, the
Tokugawa regime had ruthlessly suppressed Chris-
tian communities and broken off most ties with
European nations. It disarmed the peasantry and
imposed rigid household registration requirements
to keep the population spatially and socially
immobile. Traffic along the great highways was
scrutinized at heavily guarded checkpoints. Trade
was controlled through feudal guilds, and detailed
sumptuary regulations governed the lives of all so-
cial classes.

These social policies reflected the ideology of
neo-Confucianism, which valued social stability
and the social morality of ascribed status.
Tokugawa social structure was organized around
principles of hierarchy, centralized authority, and
collective responsibility. Individuals were expected
to subordinate themselves to the specific obligations
of their ascribed social roles, and virtue consisted of
perfecting one’s ability to fit the requirements of
one’s role. In the upper reaches of society, the
kinship system upheld neo-Confucian ideals of the
family as a microcosm of the social order. Neo-
Confucianism also established a rigid system of
ranked social classes: warriors, peasants, artisans,
and merchants. Status reflected ideals of social util-
ity, not wealth. Beyond those four hereditary offi-
cial classes, Tokugawa society included a tiny stra-
tum of imperial nobility, a large clerical
establishment, and a population of outcastes.

Throughout this period, regional castle towns
and the major urban centers under the direct control
of the Tokugawa authorities became increasingly
integrated into a national economic, social, and cul-
tural network. Urban economic power increased
over the agrarian sectors. This undermined
Tokugawa political power, which depended on the
control of agricultural land and taxes.

In the cities, bourgeois culture flourished:
kabuki drama, bunraku puppet theater, sumō wres-
tling, ukiyo-e woodblock prints, and geisha enter-
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Irrigated fields in front of a housing development near Kyōto. Only about 15 percent of Japan is level enough for agriculture.

tainers were all creations of the urban culture. Japa-
nese cities equaled or surpassed their European
counterparts in infrastructure and public amenities,
but Japanese urbanites lacked a political voice com-
mensurate with their economic and cultural capital.

Tokugawa social patterns and institutions laid
the foundations for modernization. The urban mer-
chant classes stimulated the development of sophis-
ticated national economic institutions and the be-
ginning of industrial production. Literacy and
computational ability were widespread among
samurai, merchants, and the upper levels of the
peasantry. The samurai became a hereditary class of
bureaucrats whose qualifications for leadership de-
pended on education. Society was characterized by
discipline and regulation.

The Tokugawa dynasty surrendered its author-
ity to the imperial court in 1868 after a long strug-
gle. The political crisis included major internal eco-
nomic problems and the unexpected confrontation
with the Western powers precipitated by the arrival
of Commodore Matthew Perry and a squadron of
American warships in 1853. Opponents of the
Tokugawa demanded that it take a firm stand
against foreign intrusions and then overthrew the
regime. The result was a largely peaceful coup
known as the Meiji Restoration, which marked the
beginning of the nation’s modernization.

The Meiji regime reconnected imperial rule with
civil political authority and military power. Under
the nominal leadership of Emperor Meiji, the impe-
rial government was run by the young samurai
who had defeated the Tokugawa dynasty. They
were fiercely nationalistic and attempted to bring
Japanese society into parity with European and
North American powers. Society was thoroughly
transformed as the leaders created a strong central-
ized state centered on the imperial line, built a mod-
ern military, avoided European colonization, began
imperialist expansion into other parts of East Asia,
and launched industrialization and economic devel-
opment.

Although they had come to power under the
slogan ‘‘Revere the Emperor; Expel the Barbarians,’’
the Meiji leaders built a strong state and society
along the lines of an industrial European country.
Meiji leaders balanced Western powers again each
other to avoid domination by any single patron.
The government sent delegations to study legal in-
stitutions, commerce and industry, science and
technology, military affairs, architecture, arts, and
medicine in Europe and North America. Foreign ex-
perts were hired, and young Japanese were sent to
study at Western universities. The new slogan was
‘‘Eastern values; Western science.’’
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Meiji leaders also emphasized the imperial fam-
ily as the foundation of the state and strengthened
institutions and ideologies, including Shintō reli-
gious beliefs, that supported the imperial family.
From the late nineteenth century until 1945, an
official cult (State Shintō) dominated the national
ideology. The Meiji grafted the trappings of contem-
porary Western monarchies onto the sacred impe-
rial institution, creating a court nobility that resem-
bled European aristocracies. Samurai ranks were
abolished in 1872. The centrality of the state was
strengthened by a new national educational system,
and a growing military.

Treaties signed by the Tokugawa regime had
created zones where Western citizens lived indepen-
dently of Japanese laws. These ‘‘treaty ports’’ were
important sources of Western influence, and many
schools, hospitals, and other institutions created by
foreign missionaries became prominent. The sys-
tem of extraterritoriality, however, was considered
degrading, and the government tried to transform
social life and culture in ways that would command
the respect of the Western powers.

Japan rapidly built a Western-style navy and
army and attempted to expand its influence in East
Asia. It annexed the Ryūkyū islands, took control of
Formosa (Taiwan) after its success in the Sino-Japa-
nese War, and was granted equal status with the
Western powers in dealings with China. Extra-
territoriality ended in 1899, and victory in the
Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905)—resulted in the
possession of several islands north of Hokkaidō and
Russia’s extensive interests in Manchuria. In 1910,
Japan annexed Korea. By the 1920s, Japan consid-
ered itself a world military power.

This military might was made possible by in-
dustrialization after the 1870s. The state built in-
dustries such as shipyards, iron smelters, and spin-
ning mills and sold them to well-connected
entrepreneurs. Domestic companies became con-
sumers of Western technology and applied it to the
production of goods that could be sold cheaply on
the world market. Industrial zones grew enor-
mously, and there was steady migration from the
countryside to the newly industrializing centers.
Industrialization was accompanied by the develop-
ment of a national railway system and modern
communications.

In addition to state-sponsored innovations such
as uniform national education and the creation of a
single national dialect, popular interest in Western
life increased throughout the Meiji period, starting
at elite levels and eventually extending to almost all
social groups, especially in the largest cities. Not all

social changes were modeled on the West, however.
The goal of the state was to promote nationalist
ideolōgies centered on imperial institutions and the
Shinto religion and to preserve a strong conscious-
ness of national identity. Many aspects of tradition
and history were codified. From Shintō to sumō,
from the celebration of political loyalty and social
conformity to the organization of kinship patterns,
almost all aspects of life were suffused with con-
sciousness of the national identity.

Nation building and industrialization were
complete by the early twentieth century. During
the Taishō period (1912–1926), the political and
intellectual climate became more liberal, shaped by
the large new middle classes that formed in major
urban areas. Mass media and popular culture devel-
oped in parallel to the Jazz Age in the West. Political
democracy was encouraged; and leftist groups agi-
tated for political freedom and workers’ rights.

With the beginning of the Shōwa period in
1926 (when Hirohito, the Emperor Shōwa, suc-
ceeded to the throne), society shifted increasingly
toward the right. The military assumed a larger role
in politics, and conservative forces made interna-
tional ‘‘respect,’’ military expansion, and the sanc-
tity of imperial institutions the cornerstones of
public life. Throughout the 1930s, military and
colonial adventures in Manchuria and elsewhere in
China led to open war, and society became increas-
ingly militarized. The war in China grew more in-
tense, and international condemnation of Japanese
atrocities poisoned relations with the Western
nations. Japan joined with Italy and Germany in the
Axis because its military planners saw the United
States and its interests in Asia as inimical.

Diplomatic relations with the Western powers
grew worse, and on 7 December 1941, Japanese
forces attacked Pearl Harbor. Japan almost simulta-
neously attacked all the major territories claimed by
Western colonial powers, including American pos-
sessions such as Hawaii and the Philippines. The
stated goal was to create a ‘‘Greater East Asian Co-
Prosperity Sphere’’ in which Western imperialism
would be banished.

In the first year and a half of the Pacific War,
Japanese forces were on the offensive, but by 1944,
Allied forces were recapturing the Western Pacific.
Allied naval victories destroyed Japan’s fleets and
shipping, and bombing raids began in 1944. They
destroyed most of the domestic infrastructure and
took an enormous toll on civilians. Anticipating
that an invasion of Japan would be a bloodbath,
American military planners proceeded with the de-
velopment of the atomic bomb. American military
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A Japanese bride and groom hold their champagne glasses during a traditional Shintō wedding ceremony. Japanese weddings are
elaborately staged and usually held in banquet halls or hotels.

scientists developed the atomic bomb in secrecy, and
it was dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki after the
Allies called for Japan’s unconditional surrender.
On 15 August 1945, the Emperor announced that
his government had capitulated.

From 1945 until 1952, Japan was occupied by
Allied troops under the command of U.S. General
Douglas MacArthur. The early postwar years were
a time of massive rebuilding. Millions of people
were homeless, and millions more were repatriated
from the former colonies. The economy was shat-
tered, and mass starvation was a threat. Disillu-
sionment with the cultural and social frameworks
of prewar and wartime life was widespread.

The Occupation launched social and cultural re-
forms, including a democratic constitution and po-
litical system, universal adult suffrage, the em-
peror’s renunciation of divinity and separation of
religion from state control, agricultural land re-
form, the dismantling of major economic and in-
dustrial combines, the expansion of education, lan-
guage reform, and expanded civil liberties.

By the mid-1950s, the initial reconstruction of
society and economy had largely been accom-
plished, and the government had built a conserva-
tive consensus that the national priorities were eco-
nomic growth and social stability, which would be

achieved through the close cooperation of business
and a government directed by bureaucratic elites.
After the late 1950s, this ‘‘developmental state’’
created the social, economic, and political contexts
in which ordinary people could experience middle-
class urban lifestyles.

The characteristics of postwar urban middle-
class life included small nuclear families in which
mothers focused on their children’s education and
from which fathers were largely absent because of
their occupational obligations. The typical white-
collar urban family was secure in the knowledge
that lifetime employment was the norm.

In the 1960s and 1970s, success in the domestic
economy began to be felt around the world as con-
sumer products from Japan began to dominate
overseas markets. Economic growth was politically
unassailable, but the costs in terms of pollution,
declines in the agricultural sector, and massive ur-
ban growth without adequate infrastructure were
enormous. Grassroots movements developed to
combat problems spawned by the developmental
ethos; those movements were limited in their effec-
tiveness.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Japan expe-
rienced unprecedented prosperity. Riding massive
trade surpluses and producing top-quality prod-
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ucts, the economy was regarded as a model for
other industrial and postindustrial societies. That
economic strength allowed investment in overseas
assets. The affluence of ordinary consumers mani-
fested itself in a growing market for luxury items,
conspicuous consumption, and very short product
cycles. Although work schedules permitted little lei-
sure time, travel became a desired commodity. High
levels of disposable income, however, masked the
astronomical cost of real estate and the growing
division in urban society between the wealthy and
the poor.

Political leaders have rarely acknowledged Ja-
pan’s role as a conqueror of neighboring countries,
and the nation has not expressed explicit regret.
National self-identity after the war focused instead
on the pursuit of peace, and many Japanese stress
their own country’s losses. Because of the intensity
of pacifism in contemporary society, opposition to
the military runs very strong, and the article in the
constitution that prohibits military involvement is
of great symbolic importance.

The Shōwa Emperor died in 1989, succeeded by
his son, who became the Emperor Heisei. His coro-
nation and the elaborate Shintō rites that accompa-
nied it were reminders of prewar rituals that evoked
unwelcome memories of nationalism. The Heisei
period (1989 to the present) began with great hopes
that it would usher in the ‘‘Japanese century,’’ but
the era of prosperity sputtered to a halt. The Heisei
period has thus far been a time of unremitting eco-
nomic stagnation. Simultaneously, the political
system has been shaken by the breakup of the long-
ruling Liberal Democratic Party in 1993 and by
widespread corruption scandals. At the beginning of
the twenty-first century, there is a general sense
that the postwar model of a stable, prosperous, and
well-governed society has run its course.

National Identity. Throughout the Meiji period,
the national government attempted to create insti-
tutions that would unify the Japanese people as
citizens of a new nation-state and erase local iden-
tities and regional loyalties. The establishment of a
national educational system and a national
conscript army, the growth of an efficient transpor-
tation system, and the development of mass media
significantly hastened the homogenization of re-
gional differences, as did industrialization, urban
development, and economic and social change. To-
day, variations in most aspects of daily life are more
likely to reflect urban, suburban, and rural differ-
ences than regionalism.

Alternating currents of isolation from and em-
brace of foreign cultures form a central strand in
contemporary conceptions of the national identity.
Ideas about Japanese culture frequently weigh the
relative contributions of indigenous inspiration and
adaptations of foreign practices in forming the na-
tional culture.

Ethnic Relations. Several distinct minority popu-
lations together total less than 5 percent of the
population. The minority populations whose iden-
tities have regional dimensions include Korean-
Japanese, who are spread across the country but are
most prominent in Ōsaka and other parts of the
Kansai region; Okinawans, mainly in Okinawa but
also with a sizable community in and around
Ōsaka: Ainu, most of whom live in Hokkaidō; and
the so-called outcaste population, who are found
primarily in the Kansai region. There is a small
population of Chinese-Japanese, mainly from Tai-
wan.

The rivalry between the Kantō region (Tōkyō
and the surrounding prefectures) and the Kansai
region (centered on Ōsaka and Kyōto) is the most
prominent expression of regionalism. The two re-
gions are economic and political as well as social and
cultural competitors. Tōkyō is the national capital
and the center of political, economic, and cultural
life; Ōsaka is also a major economic center, and
Kyōto was the imperial capital for a thousand
years. In describing the opposition between the two
regions, people point to different personalities, ori-
entations toward tradition, openness to social
change, and ways of expressing emotions. The two
regions have markedly different dialects, and lin-
guistic differences are sometimes taken as evidence
of cultural sophistication, level of education, po-
liteness, personality, and other social traits.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Japan today is a highly urbanized society. Cities
have a long history, beginning with the first impe-
rial capitals, such as Nara and Kyōto. Those cities
were patterned after the Chinese T’ang dynasty cap-
ital of Ch’ang-an and reflected the architectural
principles of the Chinese imperial court, with walls
and gates enclosing a checkerboard grid of streets
organized around the institutions of imperial power
and centered on an imperial compound.

During the civil wars of the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries, the characteristic urban place was
the castle town, a fortified city that served as head-
quarters for the provincial warlord. Castle towns
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Rows of apartment houses in Osaka. Approximately 65 percent of Japan’s population lives in cities.

remained the key regional administrative and eco-
nomic centers throughout the Tokugawa period.
They were spatially segregated along class lines, and
their spatial layout and social organization put pri-
ority on the defensive needs and domestic conve-
nience of the lord and his retinue.

After the Meiji restoration, many castle towns
declined as migration to new centers of industrial
and economic opportunity led to a reconfiguration
of the urban network. In several ‘‘treaty ports,’’
enclaves of Western and Asian traders formed thriv-
ing cosmopolitan communities. Industrialization
centered on established cities such as Tōkyō and
Ōsaka but also on towns and cities that flourished
around mining, shipbuilding, and textiles. The cor-
ridor along the Pacific seaboard between Tōkyō and
Ōsaka gradually emerged as the central axis of the
industrial complex.

Almost all the cities were heavily damaged by
bombing during World War II. They were rebuilt
quickly after the war, and a massive urban migra-
tion occurred throughout the 1950s and 1960s as a
result of large-scale industrialization and economic
development. By the 1960s, urban sprawl had cre-
ated enormous megalopolises. Roughly a quarter of
the population lives in the greater Tōkyō region,
and less than 10 percent of the people live in rural
areas. During the 1950s and 1960s, the concentra-

tion of heavy industrial facilities in densely popu-
lated areas caused environmental pollution on an
unprecedented scale. Quality of life issues, including
population density, environmental pollution, and
the quality of the housing stock, continue to be
problems.

The earliest forms of architecture are reflected in
the austere simplicity of some Shintō shrines. This
style is thought to reflect prehistoric influences
from Oceania and Austronesia. Its features include
floors raised off the ground and steeply pitched
roofs with deep overhanging eaves.

In the sixth century, Chinese architectural
styles were adopted, particularly for Buddhist tem-
ples and imperial structures. The construction style
of such buildings proved to be resistant to earth-
quakes.

During the aristocratic Heian period, a distinc-
tively Japanese architectural style began to develop.
Its features include the use of thick straw mats on
floors, the use of sliding and folding screens to par-
tition larger spaces, and the use of verandas and
covered walkways to link rooms. Many elements of
this architectural style were adapted to more ordi-
nary living circumstances, and by the Tokugawa
period, samurai and wealthy merchant homes in-
cluded many of these elements.
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Since World War II, housing has been built
along Western lines. Many homes still have tradi-
tional elements, but the majority of living space is
equipped with generically modern furnishings.
Contemporary apartments and condominiums are
even less likely than single-family dwellings to have
Japanese-style rooms.

Contemporary cultural attitudes toward and
uses of space rely on clear distinctions between pub-
lic and private spaces defined along the dimensions
of sight, sound, touch, and smell. In crowded public
spaces, bodies are pressed together without com-
ment, while in many private settings it would be
unthinkable to touch a stranger.

Within private settings that are used and occu-
pied by a group of people on an ongoing basis, clear
spatial patterns reflect the internal hierarchies of
social position within the group and between the
group and others.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. An extremely varied diet makes
use of culinary elements from around the world,
including the cuisines of Korea, China, South and
Southeast Asia, Europe, and North America. How-
ever, notions of ‘‘traditional’’ Japanese cuisine are
an important element of cultural identity.

The defining characteristics include ingredients,
styles of preparation, and aesthetics. White rice is a
staple component of virtually every meal; other typ-
ical ingredients include soy products and seafood
that is served grilled or raw. Vegetables and seafood
are often prepared as pickles. The cuisine does not
rely on intense flavorings. Meals ideally contrast fla-
vors and textures among different dishes and include
many small dishes rather than a main course. The
visual presentation of a meal is important.

During the premodern period, meat was pro-
scribed under the tenets of Buddhism. Vegetarian
cuisine prepared in Zen monasteries relied heavily
on soy products, including miso soup and tofu.

Since the late nineteenth century, tastes have
been influenced by foreign cuisines, many of which
have been adapted and absorbed into the national
diet. Since World War II, consumption of dairy
products, beef, bread, and other Western foods has
increased dramatically.

Eating habits have been reshaped by changes in
domestic life. Families eat fewer meals together, and
sophisticated kitchen appliances have transformed
domestic cooking. Food manufactures have created
vast numbers of prepared dishes.

Basic Economy. The cornerstone of the economy is
high-quality, high-technology manufacturing,
with a focus on exports.

Commercial Activities. The wholesale, retail, and
service sectors have grown dramatically as domes-
tic standards of living have risen. Despite economic
problems in the 1990s, Japan continues to be a
major financial market. Primary sectors such as
agriculture, fishing, and forestry have declined
enormously since World War II. In 1999, less than
5 percent of the labor force was employed in agri-
culture, compared to 21 percent in manufacturing,
23 percent in the wholesale and retail sectors, and
26 percent in service industries.

Major Industries. Keiretsu—groups of companies
that are closely linked through overlapping stock
ownership, preferential supply relationships, coor-
dination of economic activities, and extensive sub-
contracting relationships—play a central role in the
economy. The flagships of such groups are heavy
industrial firms, banks, and general trading compa-
nies, and the largest keiretsu control dozens of firms
in sectors that range from mining to mass media.

Since World War II, business and government
have maintained extremely close ties. Government
agencies set both broad economic policies and mea-
sures targeted at specific sectors, and business gen-
erally cooperates with government planning. The
business establishment has been a major backer of
the Liberal Democratic Party, and its successors.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Japanese society has been por-
trayed as being essentially classless or as having a
class structure in which very tiny elite groups and
underclasses bracket an enormous number of mid-
dle-class people. However, there are significant social
differences among rural and urban residents, includ-
ing family composition, educational attainment,
and labor force participation. Within the urban pop-
ulation, social differentiation exists between the
white-collar, salaried ‘‘new middle class,’’ blue-col-
lar industrial workers, and the self-employed petty
entrepreneurial classes of shopkeepers and artisans.

The neo-Confucian class system was abolished
in the 1870s, but remnants of it continue to influ-
ence cultural attitudes toward social position, in-
cluding the entitlement of elite groups to lead soci-
ety and ideas about conformity to social
expectations. Other legacies of premodern stratifi-
cation include the continued existence of ‘‘outcaste’’
populations. This ‘‘untouchable’’ status results
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A farmhouse in Hokkaido. Only a small portion of Japan’s work force is employed in agriculture.

from stigmas associated with Shinto and Buddhist
beliefs about purity and pollution. The status is he-
reditary, but the people so stigmatized are indistin-
guishable from other residents in terms of lan-
guage, ethnic background, or physical appearance.

Other marginalized urban social categories in-
clude a large floating population of day laborers and
migrant laborers, who have been joined by an in-
creasing number of illegal and quasi-legal immi-
grants from China, Southeast Asia, Latin America,
and the Middle East.

Symbols of Social Stratification. One of the most
important determinants of social stratification is
educational attainment. Japanese people refer to a
‘‘credential’’ society, and educational credentials
have often been regarded as the most important
criteria for employment and marriage, particularly
among the urban middle classes.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Japan has been a constitutional
monarchy since the Meiji constitution of 1890. In
1947, a new constitution was drafted by advisers to
the Allied occupation forces and adopted by the par-
liament. This constitution guarantees equality of
the sexes, extends suffrage to all adult citizens, un-

derscores the emperor’s postwar renunciation of
claims to divine status, and assigns the emperor a
symbolic role as head of state.

Japan’s parliament, known as the Diet, consists
of the House of Councilors and the House of Repre-
sentatives. Upper House members are elected from
national and local constituencies; Lower House
member are elected from local constituencies. The
political power of the Lower House is much greater
than that of the Upper House; prime ministers are
elected from the Lower House, and most cabinet
positions are also filled from the membership of
that chamber.

At the local level, each prefecture has an elected
governor and an elected assembly. Prefectures have
limited authority over taxation and legal codes and
act primarily as agents of the national government.
Cities, towns, and villages have elected chief execu-
tives and assemblies. Municipalities also have limited
autonomous powers and are primarily providers of
daily services. Education, police, and fire protection
are organized around municipal units but are con-
trolled or standardized at the national level.

Administratively, the country is divided into
forty-seven prefectures that vary in terms of their
political structures. There are forty-three ordinary
prefectures, three metropolitan prefectures with
special administrative powers, and one administra-
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tive region for the northernmost island. Lower lev-
els of local government and administration include
counties and municipalities that are classified by
population size: cities, towns, and villages.

Leadership and Political Officials. Throughout
most of the postwar period, the Liberal Democratic
Party (LDP), a conservative party with close ties to
business and the national bureaucracy, dominated
national politics. The LDP was in effect a coalition
among leaders of semiautonomous factions, and its
hallmark was intricate compromises and backroom
deals. In 1993, the LDP split apart, and many of its
factions have become independent political parties.

At the national level, government ministries
wield enormous power. Since the late nineteenth
century, the elite levels of the national bureaucracy
have been accorded enormous respect. In many
areas, ministries set policy and politicians ratify the
opinions of the bureaucrats. The prestige and re-
spect accorded to government ministries have
plunged since the 1980s in response to the economic
downturn and widely publicized incidents of cor-
ruption and incompetence.

Military Activity. The constitution of 1947 re-
nounced the use of military force and forbids the
state from maintaining armed forces. However, Ja-
pan maintains a ‘‘self-defense force’’ with substan-
tial personnel and weaponry, supported by a grow-
ing budget.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

There is a long-standing ethos of support for educa-
tion, public safety, and public health, which have
been government priorities since the nineteenth cen-
tury. However, many aspects of social welfare con-
tinue to be the responsibility of families, communi-
ties, and other social groups. Traditionally, villages
were organized around mutual assistance, and cul-
tural norms still encourage social groups to take
care of the needs of their individual members. Care
for the elderly was traditionally a family responsi-
bility, but it has become an enormous public issue
because of Japan’s rapidly aging population and the
decline in multi-generational households.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Japanese religious traditions have not emphasized
charity or philanthropy. Since the nineteenth cen-
tury, however, Japanese Christians have been lead-
ers in social reform movements, and many educa-

tional, medical, and other institutions have been
sponsored by Christian groups. The growth of so-
cial movements has been limited because of deferen-
tial attitudes toward the state’s role in public affairs.
Throughout the twentieth century, the govern-
ment harnessed or supervised the activities of many
nominally independent social groups and organiza-
tions. During the 1960s and 1970s, citizen move-
ments that confronted the government became
common, particularly in response to environmental
issues. Since the early 1990s, there has been a dra-
matic increase in the numbers and range of activi-
ties of nonprofit organizations, stimulated in part
by skepticism over the efficiency of government, the
failure of government agencies to respond to major
public issues and emergencies, and the desire to
create institutions that will give more autonomy to
citizens in shaping social policy.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Because of Shintō
beliefs about ritual purity and pollution, women
were excluded from many aspects of ritual life.
Women were not permitted to enter certain sacred
spaces, and in some communities were forbidden to
board fishing vessels or enter mines or tunnels.
Most of these prohibitions have vanished, but in
some ritual contexts they continue. For example,
women are still excluded from sumō wrestling
rings.

Neo-Confucianism defined all social roles in
terms of hierarchical relationships; including the
domination of husband over wife and of father over
children. In the late nineteenth century, when new
legal codes institutionalized family norms, the con-
trol of husband over wife was codified. In virtually
all legal, political, and social contexts outside the
home, women were subordinate to the male house-
hold head.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Authority and autonomy for women traditionally
were confined to domestic matters. A male house-
hold head represented the family to the outside
world and controlled its public affairs; within the
home, his wife might exercise great control in man-
aging the day-to-day life of the family. Changes in
family structure since the end of World War II have
eroded the patriarchal domination of households.

The constitution of 1947 made equality of the
sexes an established principle, and the legal frame-
work of the traditional family structure has been
dismantled. However, the practical impact of legal
changes on women’s status has been gradual. De-
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Downtown Hiroshima and the memorial of the atomic bomb. The bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki brought Japan to
unconditional surrender in World War II.

spite new employment laws, equality in education,
and employment, career advancement remains an
ideal, and ‘‘glass ceilings,’’ gender gaps in salaries,
and different educational and employment tracks
remain common.

Women’s social participation also reflects vari-
ous gendered divides. The Japanese language in-
cludes sharply divergent styles of speech for men
and women. Women often are expected to use a
more polite and formal style of speech that im-

plies deference and observance of the established hi-
erarchy.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage is generally based on mutual
attraction between individuals; this is known as a
‘‘love marriage’’ in contrast to the traditional
‘‘arranged marriage’’ in which a go-between nego-
tiated a match in a process that might give parental

J A P A N

1 1 5 2



opinions more weight than those of the prospective
bride and groom. Some vestiges of arranged mar-
riage continue and many couples rely on match-
makers to find mates. Background checks on a pro-
spective spouse and his or her family are routine.

Weddings are almost always held in hotels or
wedding halls, with a lavish banquet for several
dozen guests. The ceremonies blend elements from
Shintō marriage rituals and stylized adaptations of
Christian weddings. Weddings are elaborately
staged, and the bride and groom typically go
through several changes of costume.

Domestic Unit. Most families, especially in urban
areas, are nuclear, consisting of the parents and
their children. Slightly extended families, such as an
elderly parent living with a married couple and their
children, are not uncommon, but in general ex-
tended kin groups no longer play a major role in
people’s daily lives.

Inheritance. The primary imperative of the family
as a social institution was to survive across the gen-
erations. The household head’s role ideally was to be
steward for a family’s intergenerational fortunes,
honoring the memories of ancestors who had estab-
lished the family’s position and ensuring that family
assets, traditions, and social standing would be
passed on intact to an unbroken line of future heirs.

In traditional agrarian life, land was almost
never divided, because to do so might imperil the
next generation’s ability to survive. So in most cases,
inheritance was by a single child, usually the eldest
son. In the case of an extremely prosperous family,
they might be able to establish other children in
newly independent family lines, which would re-
main forever subservient to the original line.

Various kinds of fictive kinship modeled on pat-
terns of adoption and relationships between family
banches have been used to sustain other kinds of
social relationships. Patron-client relationships
sometimes are referred to as parent-child ties, and
may involve elaborate formal rituals of bonding.
Traditional artistic life is structured around master-
apprentice relationships that involve adoption and
the establishment of lineages.

Kin Groups. The kinship system before World War
II was based on upper-class family patterns estab-
lished during the late Tokugawa period. In the late
nineteenth century, the Meiji government put in
place legal norms and standards that defined an
ideal family structure. It established clear rules
about membership, inheritance patterns, and the
authority of the household head over assets and

Women in costume at the Needle Festival in Tokyo.

marriages. This legal structure was radically altered
after World War II, by reducing patriarchal author-
ity, increasing the legal rights of women, and re-
quiring that estates be shared among children and
widows.

Patterns of traditional kinship still shape the
social conventions of family life. The traditional
family system was organized around a multigener-
ational household with a single central authority:
the male household head. Inheritance of a family’s
estate and succession to a family’s occupation, so-
cial position, and obligations devolved to a single
child. In most regions, this involved inheritance and
succession by the oldest son. All other children were
expected to leave the natal household and become
members of another family system through mar-
riage or adoption. In terms of social participation,
the household was considered as a single unit rather
than the sum of its members.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Infants and young children are doted
on, and child rearing is a considered a very impor-
tant responsibility for women in their twenties and
thirties. Many women give birth to their first child
after little more than a year of marriage, and mar-
ried couples without children are uncommon.
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Child Rearing and Education. Child rearing in-
volves a high degree of physical and emotional in-
teraction between mother and child; fathers are less
involved. Traditionally, sons were favored over
daughters, and the oldest son was raised quite dif-
ferently from the other sons. Particularly close
bonds between oldest sons and their mothers were
not uncommon. In modern urban nuclear families,
close psychological ties between mothers and chil-
dren are extremely common.

Childhood socialization is guided by the wide-
spread belief that a child is a passive and malleable
being; innate talent or ability is less important than
is its being properly shaped, particularly by mater-
nal influences. These attitudes carry over into the
early years of education. Differentiation of students
by academic ability does not take place until the end
of elementary school, and the emphasis in primary
education is on social integration, self-discipline,
and the fundamental skills of reading, writing, and
arithmetic.

Responsibility for curriculum standards and
textbook approval lies with the Ministry of Educa-
tion, which must approve public and private educa-
tional institutions. There are two levels of pre-
school: nursery school from about three years of
age and kindergarten from about five years of age.
Compulsory education begins at about age six with
elementary school, which lasts for six years, fol-
lowed by three years of middle school. Mandatory
education ends with middle school, but most stu-
dents go on to high school.

Entrance examinations are generally are re-
quired for admission to all levels of private schools
and for public schools beyond elementary school. At
better schools, these exams can be extremely com-
petitive. In preparation for college entrance exami-
nations, sometimes for high school, and occasion-
ally even at lower levels, a student may leave school
to devote an entire year to studying at an examina-
tion academy.

The examination system is a source of anxiety
for children and their families (pushy mothers are
dubbed ‘‘education mamas’’). Bullying among stu-
dents is a common problem. A related problem is the
reintegration of students who have studied over-
seas.

Higher Education. Half of high school graduates
receive an advanced education. There are 165 public
and 460 private universities and four-year colleges
and almost 600 two-year colleges. A college degree
is a prerequisite for most middle-class occupations,
and many companies formally restrict their recruit-

ing to graduates of specific universities. This creates
enormous pressure to enter top-ranked schools.
High schools are evaluated in terms of their success
in placing their graduates prestigious universities.
For many students, college is seen as an opportu-
nity to take a break from years of preparation for
examinations, and college life often is regarded as a
relaxing interlude before one starts a career.

ETIQUETTE

Etiquette can be a full-time occupation, especially in
the context of traditional artistic pursuits, such as
the tea ceremony, where its principles are incorpo-
rated as elements of performance. Even in more
prosaic circumstances, many points of etiquette are
elaborately codified, including an extensive vocabu-
lary and grammar for polite conversation; specific
principles for the selection, presentation, and recip-
rocation of gifts; and standards for bowing and
exchanging name cards. Many people find the
intricacies of etiquette daunting, and books that of-
fer advice on these situations are steady sellers. Eti-
quette hinges on principles of proportional reciproc-
ity in social hierarchies based on determinations of
relative status between superior and subordinate.
These relative statuses may reflect an individual’s
age, gender, or social role or may reflect relation-
ships among different social institutions.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Shintō is the contemporary
term for a system of gods and beliefs about the
relationship between people, the natural environ-
ment, and the state. Shintō teaches that Japan is
uniquely the land of the gods. The religion has no
formal dogma or scripture. During much of Japa-
nese history, Shintō and Buddhism have coexisted
and influenced each other. Shintō is closely linked to
the imperial family and a nationalist ideology.

Buddhism was introduced into Japan from Ko-
rea and China during the sixth century A.D. It con-
sists of two major branches, known as Teravada
and Mahayana Buddhism. Teravada Buddhism, in
general, is the branch practiced in South Asia, Cen-
tral Asia, and Southeast Asia, and Mahayana is the
branch that influenced Chinese, Korean, and Japa-
nese civilizations. In essence, Teravada (a Sanskrit
term meaning ‘‘the lesser or smaller vessel’’) teaches
that salvation is available only to an elect few, those
who strive to achieve enlightenment and practice
good works that will enhance one’s ability to tran-
scend the snares of mortal existence. The Teravada
tradition emphasizes monastic communities.
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The light of dawn falls on a sign at the Tsukiji Fish Market during a tuna auction. Japanese did not become a written language
until the sixth century, when Chinese orthography was introduced.

Mahayana (a Sanskrit term meaning ‘‘the greater
(larger) vessel’’) teaches that the grace and mercy of
the Buddha and the bodhisattvas (saints) lead them
to intercede on behalf of the masses of humanities,
and that through proper devotion anyone can hope
for salvation while, during their lives on earth,
remaining a part of the mundane world.

The sects of Buddhism popular in Japan have
emphasized the accessibility of salvation and en-
lightenment of ordinary people. These include: eso-
teric Buddhism (e.g., the Shingon and Tendai sects)
that teach mystical practices as a means of appre-
hending the sacred; the so–called ‘‘ Pure Land Sects’’
that teach that prayer and devotion to Buddhist
saints offer a means for salvation, through divine
intercession; and Zen, which teaches that enlighten-
ment can be obtained through meditation in which
one attains an intuitive spiritual revelation or ca-
tharsis through intensive, introspective contempla-
tion, negating the intellect (and the attachments,
desires, and obsessions that human thought em-
bodies) precisely through the effort to think
through insoluble puzzles of life. The one major
branch of Japanese Buddhism that does not have
close connections to Chinese Buddhist traditions are
the various sects of the Nichiren tradition which
developed an intensely nationalistic ideology and a

militant orientation to proselytizing that is unchar-
acteristic of other Japanese Buddhist sects.

Confucianism, Taoism, and shamanism have
also influenced Japanese religion. Confucianism es-
tablished ideal relations between ruler and subject,
husband and wife, father and child, older brother
and younger brother, and friend and friend. Al-
though the cultural legacies of neo-Confucianism
are still evident in social patterns of hierarchy and
deference, neo-Confucianism did not survive be-
yond the nineteenth century in Japan. Taoism is a
Chinese philosophical tradition that emphasizes the
spiritual and mystical connection between human
beings and nature. Shamanism involves mystical
and ecstatic contact through mediums between the
supernatural and the human world.

Since the sixteenth century, religious life has
been influenced by Christianity. Frances Xavier vis-
ited the country in 1549 to initiate Catholic mis-
sionizing. By the early seventeenth century, there
were an estimated three hundred thousand Catho-
lics. The Tokugawa regime expelled the Catholic
clergy in 1614 and tried to eliminate the Catholic
community. However, communities of ‘‘hidden
Christians’’ maintained their faith in isolation and
secrecy. In 1870, the ban on Christianity was lifted.
Although, only about 1 per cent of Japanese today
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consider themselves Christian, a number of intellec-
tuals and political figures in the late nineteenth and
twentieth centuries adopted Christianity. Liberal
American Protestantism influenced progressive re-
formers and established many private universities;
Catholic universities and hospitals are equally
prominent.

After World War II, many new religious sects
were founded and existing sects expanded enor-
mously. Today there are hundreds of religious
sects, a dozen of which are prominent. The Sōka
Gakkai, an offshoot of Buddhism, has several mil-
lion adherents and in the 1960s formed a conserva-
tive national political party. Buddhist and Shintō
beliefs are central for most ‘‘New Religions,’’ but
many sects also incorporate eclectic elements from
religions around the world.

Rituals and Holy Places. O-Shōgatsu, the New
Year’s holiday is the major holiday season of the
year and is a time for ritual reaffirmations of social
obligations. O-Bon in mid-August marks the sea-
son when the spirits of the deceased return to their
homes, and many people go to their hometowns to
clean graves and celebrate memories of the departed.
Infants often are taken to Shintō shrines thirty days
after their birth, and the holiday Shichigosan in
November is an occasion for children to be honored
at shrines. Shintō includes beliefs about unlucky
ages, and many shrines offer purification rituals to
ward off ill fortune for people passing through
those dangerous years. Community celebrations
generally echo Shintō observances of the agricul-
tural cycle. Local festivals vary, but most center on
the celebration of the tutelary deity of a specific
village, town, or neighborhood. Today local festi-
vals are often expressions of community sentiment
rather than religious events.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Medical practice includes sophisticated biomedical
research facilities and advanced training of physi-
cians. An extensive system of national health insur-
ance provides access to high quality health care for
almost all people through a combination of public
hospitals and physicians in private practice.

East Asian medical traditions, including herbal
therapy, acupuncture, and moxibustion, are widely
practiced and incorporated into popular and profes-
sional medical conceptions of health and illness.
Traditional East Asian medicine is based on holistic
principles that view the human organism in terms
of its integration with the social and physical envi-
ronment. The goal of these treatments is to restore

or enhance flows of ki (energy or spirit) within the
body and between the human body and its environ-
ment. Foods, weather conditions, types of activity,
human relations, and organs of the body are re-
garded as possessing varying qualities of in and yō,
and if these qualities are out of balance, the flow of
energy within the body is impaired. A healthy body
must maintain a dynamic balance, and the goal of
therapy is to preserve or restore that balance by
introducing countervailing elements. Treatment
ideally addresses all the aspects of a person’s condi-
tion from diet and sleep to exercise, personal habits,
and work.

Although traditional East Asian medicine is still
widely practiced, since the late nineteenth century,
the dominant form of medicine has been Western-
oriented biomedicine.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

In the premodern calendar, a sequence of holidays
occurred on numerologically auspicious days (such
as 1 January, 3 March, 5 April); these remain popu-
lar holidays.

Other important traditional holiday seasons in-
clude O-ch gen and O-seib, in late June and late
December, respectively, when one is expected to
repay social obligations and exchange gifts with
colleagues.

The following national holidays are observed: 1
January, New Year’s Day; 15 January, Adult’s
Day; 11 February, National Foundation Day; 21
March, spring equinox; 29 April, Green Day; 3
May, Constitution Day; 5 May, Children’s Day; 20
July, Ocean Day; 15 September, Respect for the
Aged Day; 21 September, the autumnal equinox; 10
October, Sports Day; 3 November, Culture Day; 23
November, Labor Thanksgiving Day; 23 December,
Emperor’s Birthday.

The week between 29 April and 5 May is known
as Golden Week because of the three successive na-
tional holidays. Many businesses close for the entire
week, and vacation travel peaks during this period.

Several Western holidays, including Christmas
and Valentine’s Day, have become very popular
secular holidays. Valentine’s Day in particular has
been adapted to conform to the Japanese gift-giving
etiquette of reciprocity.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Support for and appreciation
of artistic activities is widespread in terms of popu-
lar participation and governmental encouragement.
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From the high school level onward, there are public
and private schools that emphasize training in the
arts, and there are many arts colleges and academies
in which students can prepare for careers as profes-
sional artists.

The Ministry of Education is responsible for
most official support and patronage of the arts,
including arts education in the schools and mu-
seums, libraries, and other institutions. The minis-
try generally takes a conservative stance that favors
traditional arts and crafts and ‘‘high culture.’’

One interesting aspect of Japanese arts policy is
the designation of ‘‘national treasures ’’ by the Min-
istry. National treasures include great works of
art—paintings, sculptures, or architectural master-
pieces—but also include art forms and artists.
Many folk crafts, for example, have been designated
as ’’intangible cultural properties,’’ and sometimes
specific individual artists—a noted potter, or a
weaver, or a sculptor—will be designated as a
‘‘living national treasure.’’

Many traditional artistic forms and aesthetic
genre are regarded as distinctively Japanese: ukiyo-e
woodblock prints, dramatic forms such as Nō and
Kabuki, landscape gardening, architectural styles,
poetic genre such as haiku (the 17-syllable verse
form), Zen philosophy, flower arranging (ikebana),
tea ceremony, and taiko drum music are simply a
few examples.

Literature. The very flow of Japanese history is
defined in artistic terms, for example in the iconic
role of The Tale of Genji, often regarded as the
world’s first novel, as exemplar of the Heian period
(eighth to twelfth centuries) and the sophisticated
crystallization of Japanese art and civilization.

Popular culture includes manga (comic books)
and anime (animation), both of which are extremely
popular and have gained an international audience.
New electronic media have diminished the popular-
ity of books, magazines, and newspapers, but the
publishing industry is still enormous and rates of
readership remain high.

Performance Arts. Many of the traditional arts
and crafts which attract the participation of hun-
dreds of thousands of aficionados—such tea cere-
mony, traditional dance, flower arranging, and the
like—are organized around a distinctive institu-
tional pattern, known in Japanese as iemoto. Liter-
ally, the iemoto is the master or highest ranking
teacher-practitioner of a particular art form and as
such he or she heads a particular ‘‘school’’ of that
art form. The position of iemoto, which is often

hereditary, stands at the official head of hierchies of
teachers and pupils in a hierarchical structure based
on ranks of proficiency and teaching credentials
certified by the iemoto organization. In this system,
a pupil studies an art form with an accredited
teacher and as he or she achieves greater profi-
ciency, attains ranks that may eventually enable the
student to take on lower-ranking pupils on his or
her own. Even high-ranking teachers are still con-
sidered pupils of still higher ranking teachers, up to
the iemoto at the apex, and some portion of each
pupil’s fees goes to support the teacher’s teacher.
Iemoto of the leading schools of flower arranging
and tea ceremony routinely appear on lists of Ja-
pan’s wealthiest individuals.

A large and diverse popular music industry is
closely tied to television programs; popular stars
(‘‘idols’’) are constantly in the public view on
broadcasts several times a day as singers, come-
dians, hosts, and advertising spokespeople and as
subjects of articles in the tabloid press.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Scientific and technological research is a priority of
both government and industry, and since the early
twentieth century the Japanese have conducted so-
phisticated research. In some technological fields,
particularly in commercial applications of technol-
ogy, Japan has been a world leader. Scientific re-
search is carried out through universities, govern-
ment research institutes, and research and
development (R&D) laboratories of private industry.
High levels of investment in R&D were long re-
garded as a critical component of industrial success.

In the social sciences, economics and economet-
rics are the most widespread and highly developed
fields. Psychology, political science, sociology, ge-
ography, and cultural anthropology are important
academic fields, as is social history. The government
has an elaborate statistical system that produces
detailed data with a high level of reliability. Public
opinion polling is carried out by government agen-
cies, the mass media, trade organizations, and aca-
demic researchers.
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CULTURE NAME

Jordanian

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Emirate of Transjordan was
the name given to this small state when it was
recognized in 1921, after the collapse of the Otto-
man Empire and the promulgation of the Balfour
Declaration. It was not until 1946 that Transjordan
became a completely sovereign state. In 1950,
Transjordan merged with part of Palestine to form
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Amman is the
capital and the largest city.

Location and Geography. Jordan has an area of
about 35,475 square miles (91,900 square kilome-
ters). It lies in the center of the Middle East, sharing
its northern border with Syria, eastern border with
Iraq, it’s southern and eastern borders with Saudi
Arabia, and western border with the Jordan River,
the Dead Sea, and Israel. Its only seaport is the port
of Aqaba. Jordan has barren deserts, fertile valleys,
and colorful rock and sand mountains. It contains
the lowest point on earth, the Dead Sea, and the
Great Rift Valley, which was created twenty million
years ago when tectonic plates shifted, stretching
from Lake Tiberius south through Jordan and into
eastern Africa.

Demography. In 1946, the population was about
400,000; in 1997, it reached 4.6 million, a figure
twice that of 1981. After the 1967 war with Israel
and Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, there were
sudden and massive influxes of Palestinian Arab
refugees, who now make up more than two-thirds
of the population. In 1996, 1,359,000 Palestinian
refugees living in Jordan were registered with
United Nations; 250,000 Palestinians continue to
live in ten refugee camps. Nomadic people, predomi-
nantly Bedouin, account for more than 10 percent
of the total population. The population is young,
with a birthrate that is double the world average; 43

percent of the people are under age fifteen. By the
year 2012, the population is expected to double.

Linguistic Affiliation. Arabic is the official lan-
guage. English is taught to all students and is
widely spoken.

Symbolism. The flag has black, white, and green
horizontal stripes with a red triangle on the hoist
side bearing a white seven-pointed star. The flag of
the Palestinian people is identical but does not have
the white star.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The Nabateans built the
capital of their ancient Arab kingdom, Petra, in
what is now Jordan between 400 B.C.E. and 160 C.E.
From Mount Nebo in western Jordan, many people
believe that Moses saw the Promised Land. When
the Ottoman Empire collapsed after four hundred
years of rule, Britain divided up the Fertile Crescent,
and modern Jordan was born.

National Identity. Jordan is the only Arab coun-
try where Palestinians can become citizens. The dif-
ferentiation between Jordanians, Bedouins, and Pal-
estinians is clear in this society. Jordanians are
defined as residents who have lived east of the Jor-
dan River since before 1948. Palestinians are defined
as residents whose birthright extends back to areas
west of the Jordan River. People of Bedouin descent
are considered to be of the purest Arab stock.

Ethnic Relations. In deserts with little vegetation
and water, Bedouin families have lived in the tradi-
tional way for thousands of years. They roam
freely and pay little attention to borders. Bedouins
form the core of the army, occupying key positions,
even though their political influence is diminishing.
Palestinians are typically referred to as educated,
hard-working people, and their influence in Jordan
has resulted in a greater emphasis on education and
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the development of a richer, global economy. Jorda-
nians who no longer espouse the Bedu nomad life-
style are gradually accepting the standards of the
modern Arab world.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE

OF SPACE

Most people live in one- or two-room apartments or
houses. Affluent urban families live in larger apart-
ments or individual homes. Buildings and homes
are made of concrete, and some are made of mud
and stone, with a design that allows more floors to
be added, to create apartments for married sons.

Privacy is very important, and many homes and
other buildings open into private courtyards with
concrete walls. Nomadic farmers live in tents made
from the hides and fur of their animals. Amman’s
appearance reflects a Western influence, with mod-
ern hotels and commercial buildings. Streets are
identified and numbered in an inefficient manner,
and maps are hard to read and often useless.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. An ancient legend tells of an
Arabian shepherd who six thousand years ago put
his supply of milk in a pouch made from a sheep’s
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stomach before making a journey across the desert.
The rennet in the lining of the pouch, combined
with the heat of the sun, caused the milk to form
curds, and cheese was discovered. Bedouin farmers
keep herds of goats and sheep whose milk is used to
produce cheese and yogurt. A popular cheese is
called halloumi (similar to feta), made from goat or
sheep milk and often served in a sandwich of pita-
style bread or cubed in salads. Rice, legumes, olives,
yogurt, flat breads, vegetables (cauliflower, egg-
plant, potatoes, okra, tomatoes, and cucumbers),
lamb or chicken, and fruits (apricots, apples, ba-
nanas, melons, and oranges) form the basis for
most meals. Main dishes of rice with spices are eaten
almost daily. The main meal typically is served dur-
ing the middle of the afternoon. A covering is placed
on the floor, with a large tray of rice and meat
placed in the center surrounded by small dishes of
yogurt and salad. Torn pieces of bread are folded in
half and used to scoop the food. The left hand is
never used to feed oneself.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. When
people visit family and friends, tea, Turkish-style or
Arabic-style coffee, or fruit juice is served. Often
this meal includes sweets, especially on holidays.
The national main dish is Mansaf, which consists of
lamb cooked in dried yogurt and served with sea-
soned rice on flat bread. Mansaf is always served on
holidays and special family occasions such as visits
to relatives or friends, engagements, and weddings.

Basic Economy. The economy is based on free
enterprise. The service sector, consisting of govern-
ment, tourism, transportation, communication,
and financial services contributes the most to the
economy, employing 70 percent of the workforce.
Amman has developed into a regional business
center.

Land Tenure and Property. Land ownership is the
goal of many, but few can afford the cost. Except
for the very wealthy, most people live in rented
housing.

Commercial Activities. Because most of the coun-
try is desert, less than 4 percent of the land is culti-
vated. Natural resources are scarce, and no oil has
been found. The country’s archaeological sites draw
more than two million visitors a year.

Major Industries. Potash, phosphate, and gyp-
sum mining and the manufacturer of cement, fertil-
izers, and refined petroleum products are the largest
industries.

Trade. Jordan is among the world’s top three pot-
ash exporters. Since the Gulf War, the number of
immigrants has increased greatly, leading to a se-
vere trade deficit and a labor market that has not
produced enough jobs.

Division of Labor. Jordan’s economy is heavily
impacted by its location in the Middle East, the arid
landscape, its relationship with its neighbors, and
its dependence on foreign aid. Its largest sectors are
finance, which employs 22 percent of its labor
force; transportation, which employs 16 percent;
and the industrial sector, which employs 17 per-
cent. Tourism offers the greatest prospect for devel-
opment.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Jordan’s political and social systems are a mix of
new and old, traditional and non-traditional,
Bedouin and Palestinian.

Classes and Castes. All social and political sys-
tems of Jordan are centered around extended patri-
archal family units based on ancestry and wealth.
Family units are often led by sheikhs whose rule
depends on the size of their families, their wealth,
and the will of their personalities. After the death of
a sheikh, the eldest son ascends to the position of
head of the family.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The emerging
modern Arab culture values a college education,
Mercedes cars, and a home in an urban area as sym-
bols of success. However, in traditional Arab cul-
ture, camel breeders are still considered to be highest
on the social scale. Traditional clans consider any-
one outside their clan to be inferior, so the tradition
of only marrying a person from within their fami-
lies continues.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Since 1951, Jordan has been a con-
stitutional hereditary monarchy with a parliamen-
tary form of government. It is politically stable,
with freedom of religion, the press, and private
property guaranteed. There is an ongoing program
of democratization. In 1989 parliamentary elec-
tions were instituted, and since that time, martial
law has been lifted and political parties have been
legalized. Elections were held in 1993 and 1997.

Leadership and Political Officials. In 1999, King
Hussein, the longest-serving head of state in the
world, died. Hussein’s oldest son, Prince Abdullah,
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Buildings in Amman, a city that reflects western influence.

succeeded him. King Abdullah Ibn al-Hussein has
indicated that he intends to follow his father’s poli-
cies. He wields wide power over the government and
appoints the prime minister.

Jordan’s present legislative branch consists of
an eighty-member elected Lower House and a forty-
member Upper House. After a bill is approved by the
Lower House and Senate, it is given to the King, who
either grants consent by Royal Decree or returns the
bill unapproved. Jordan’s Constitution guarantees
an independent judicial branch, dividing the courts
into three categories: civil, religious, and special
courts. The Jordanian civil legal system has its
foundations in the Code Napoléon, a French legal
code.

Social Problems and Control. Many of the coun-
try’s laws are based on the Koran and the Hadith, a
collection of Mohammed’s sayings. These laws are
enforced in religious courts called Sharia courts,
which have jurisdiction over personal matters.
Chastity is demanded of all single women. If a
woman’s chastity is compromised, a male relative
may feel obligated to murder her to save the fam-
ily’s honor. When these cases go to court, often the
charges are dropped or the murderer receives a short
sentence.

Jordan has a low crime rate by international
standards, with few petty crimes such as robbery
reported.

Military Activity. Jordan maintains an army, an
air force, and a small navy. The total strength of the
armed forces in 1998 was 104,000 active members
and 35,000 reserves. There is a paramilitary force
that includes twenty thousand civil militia mem-
bers and ten thousand public security officers. Jor-
dan is a leader of peace efforts in the Middle East and
is at peace with its neighbors.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

There is not a comprehensive welfare scheme, but
the government administers medical and health ser-
vices.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Nongovernmental organizations are involved with
the environment, women, children, and economic
issues. The royal family is supportive of many
charitable foundations. Thirty miles north of Am-
man, Jerash hosts an annual summer Festival of
Culture and Arts administered by the Noor Al-
Hussein Foundation. The Jordanian Hashemite
Fund for Human Development has social develop-
ment centers throughout the country that help
women and children.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Most women have
their lives controlled by their closest male relatives.
Despite the limitations placed on them, they have
made advances in education in a country where the
practice of educating women only began three or
four decades ago. Balancing customs and traditions
at home with obedience to their husbands and the
demands of a career remains a difficult challenge.
When women work, they receive extensive benefits
and sometimes equal pay. The 1997 census placed
the proportion of women in the workforce at 14
percent, up from 8 percent in 1979. The unofficial
unemployment rate for women is 65 percent.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Sons are
prized, and this status continues throughout adult-
hood. Most Muslim women cover their heads with
scarves. A small minority cover their heads and
faces with a veil. Segregation of the sexes occurs all
public situations, and there is limited interaction be-
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Workmen lay a water pipeline in the Jordan Valley. Most of Jordan is desert.

tween men and women. It is common for women to
eat apart from men in restaurants. Unless they are
married or related, men and women do not sit to-
gether on public transportation.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Getting married and having children are
top priorities. Most marriages are arranged by the
father of the bride. Often cousins marry each other,
and the couple may barely know each other until
the engagement is announced. The wedding has
two celebrations: an engagement party and a wed-
ding party. After the engagement party, the process
of dating and getting to know each other begins.
After the engaged woman and man have signed the
papers at the engagement party, they are legally
married. If they choose not to proceed, even though
they have not lived together, they must divorce.
Brides must be virgins on the wedding night. After
marriage, every aspect of a woman’s life is dictated
by her husband. She cannot obtain a passport or
travel outside the country without his written ap-
proval. At any time, a husband may take another
wife. Polygamy with up to four wives is legal.
Divorce is legal. When there is a divorce, custody of
the children automatically goes to the father, and
for this reason, women choose to remain in a mar-

riage even when there are other wives. Divorced
women are viewed as outcasts.

Domestic Unit. The typical family is extended,
with family size decreasing since 1979 to about six
members per family. The scarcity of natural re-
sources, especially the chronic shortage of water,
makes population control vital. To slow the rapid
growth rate, birth spacing programs have increased
awareness of the benefits of family planning, and
many wives now use contraceptives.

Inheritance. Inheritance is guided by Islamic law.
A woman receives half the amount that a man
receives.

Kin Groups. Kinship relationships are patriarchal.
Extended family ties govern social relationships and
tribal organization.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Women are primary caregivers for
infants and small children. After the first son is
born, the father and mother take the name of the
son. If the son’s name is Mohammed, the father
becomes Abu Mohammed, meaning ‘‘father of Mo-
hammed,’’ and the mother becomes Om Moham-
med, or ‘‘mother of Mohammed.’’
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Bedouin woman preparing a meal. Free-wandering Bedouins have lived in the traditional way for thousands of years.

Child Rearing and Education. Children love to
belly-dance with people watching and clapping
their hands and women making a vocal expression
by moving their tongues rapidly back and forth
between their lips. Primary education is free and
compulsory, starting at the age of six years until a
child is sixteen years old. The United Nations Relief
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees provides
schooling for Palestinian refugees. Outside the
classroom, children participate in few activities
away from the family.

Higher Education. All students are required to
take an extensive examination called Tawjehieh be-
fore graduating from secondary school and as a
prerequisite for entering universities and colleges.
The top male and female students attend state uni-
versities and numerous private colleges. The literacy
rate is over 86 percent.

ETIQUETTE

Greetings and farewells are lengthy and sincere.
Even answering a telephone involves saying ‘‘how
are you?’’ in several different ways. Visitors and/or
friends frequently are invited into homes for dinner,
where they are showered with kindness and food.
Women dress modestly and often are offended by
exposed flesh. Most Muslims do not drink alcohol.

Shoes are always removed before entering a
mosque, and this custom extends to homes as well.
Shib-shibs (flip-flop sandals) are always put on be-
fore entering a bathroom, the feet and are never put
on a coffee table, footstool, or desk. It is forbidden
and disrespectful to expose the bottoms of the feet.
Same-sex friends hold hands, hug, and kiss in pub-
lic, but there is limited touching between men and
women. A man does not shake hands with a
woman unless she offers her hand first.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The state religion is Muslim, as
indicated in the constitution. Ninety percent of the
population adheres to the Sunni branch. About 6
percent of the people are Christian.

Religious Practitioners. Imams, leaders of prayer
in a Muslim mosque, hold an important role in this
Muslim country. In most smaller and rural com-
munities they are the political leaders as well.

Rituals and Holy Places. Jordan has a rich reli-
gious history. For Jews and Christians, it is part of
the Holy Land, sacred for its connection to the Jew-
ish patriarchs Abraham and Moses, as well as
Christian biblical figures such as John the Baptist.
Jordan is equally important in the history of Islam,
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as many tombs of Prophet Mohammed’s compan-
ions are located in Jordan. Jordan is where the non-
Arab world first contacted Islam more than fifteen
hundred years ago.

One of the five essential Pillars practiced by
Muslims is the recitation of prayers five times a day.
Calls to prayers are announced publicly by mosques
and can be heard throughout the nation. The devout
unroll a small prayer rug and face Mecca to pray.
Ramadan, the ninth month of the Islamic calendar,
is a time of fasting from sunrise until sunset. Most
public restaurants do not open for business until
just before sunset. Throughout Ramadan and the
celebration commemorating its end, of families
mark the occasion with large feasts and special
sweets. Another Pillar of Islam is the Hajj, the holy
pilgrimage made at least once during a lifetime to
Mecca. Many pilgrims travel through Jordan on the
way to Mecca in Saudi Arabia.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Excellent medical care is available, especially in Am-
man. For the typical family, finding the money to
pay for medical insurance and preventive care is
difficult. Life expectancy is sixty-seven years for
mens and seventy years for women. Most children
are fully immunized.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Jordanians follow the Islamic calendar. National
holidays include Arbor Day (15 January), Arab
League Day (22 March), and Independence Day (25
May). Religious holidays include Id al-Fitr (the end
of Ramadan), Id al-Adha (the Feast of the Sacrifice),
the Islamic New Year, the birthday of Mohammed,
and Leilat al-Meiraj (the Ascension of Mohammed).

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. In 2000, King Abdullah or-
dered that government workers be given Fridays
and Saturdays off, hoping they would find time to
develop new interests and travel to sites such as
Petra. The government promotes cultural festivals,
encourages the revival of handicrafts, and takes
steps to preserve the country’s archaeological and
historical heritage.

Literature. The country’s most famous poet is
Mustafa Wahbi al-Tal, who is among the major
Arab poets of the twentieth century. Al-Tal was a
political and social activist who devoted twenty

years of his life to regaining the rights of gypsies
and became a member of the gypsy community.

Graphic Arts. Folk art survives in tapestries, leather
crafts, pottery, and ceramics. Wool and goat hair
rugs with colorful tribal designs are manufactured.

Performance Arts. Popular culture takes the form
of songs, ballads, and storytelling. Villagers have
special songs for births, weddings, funerals, plant-
ing, plowing, and harvesting.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Since the 1960s, a number of higher learning insti-
tutions have opened in Jordan, foremost among
them the University of Jordan (1962) in Amman,
Yarmouk University (1976) in Irbid, and Jordanian
University Science and Technology (1996) in Irbnil.
These centers are recognized for their Islam, Arabic
language, and Middle East peace and conflict studies.
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CULTURE NAME

Kazakh, Kazakhstani, Republic of Kazakhstan (note
the spelling of Kazakhstan can be found with or
without an h; currently it is officially spelled with
an h)

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Kazak, Central Asian or Post-Soviet People

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Kazakh steppeland, north of
the Tien Shan Mountains, south of Russian Siberia,
west of the Caspian Sea, and east of China, has been
inhabited since the Stone Age. It is a land rich in
natural resources, with recent oil discoveries put-
ting it among the world leaders in potential oil
reserves. The newly independent Republic of
Kazakhstan ranks ninth in the world in geographic
size (roughly the size of Western Europe) and is the
largest country in the world without an ocean port.

The Kazakhs, a Turkic people ethnically tied to
the Uighur (We-goor) people of western China and
similar in appearance to Mongolians, emerged in
1991 from over sixty years of life behind the Iron
Curtain. Kazakhstan, which officially became a full
Soviet socialist republic in 1936, was an important
but often neglected place during Soviet times. It was
to Kazakhstan that Joseph Stalin exiled thousands
of prisoners to some of his most brutal gulags. It
was also to Kazakhstan that he repatriated millions
of people of all different ethnicities, in an effort to
‘‘collectivize’’ the Soviet Union. Kazakhstan was
also the site of the Soviet nuclear test programs and
Nikita Khrushchev’s ill-conceived ‘‘Virgin Lands’’
program. These seventy years seem to have had a
profound and long-lasting effect on these formerly
nomadic people.

The process of shedding the Soviet Union and
starting anew as the democratic Republic of
Kazakhstan is made difficult by the fact that a large

percentage of Kazakhstan is not Kazakh. Russians
still make up 34.7 percent of the population, and
other non-Kazakhs such as Ukrainians, Koreans,
Turks, Chechnians, and Tatars, make up another 17
percent. Many of the non-Kazakh people of Kazakh-
stan have met attempts by the Kazakh government
to make Kazakh the central, dominant culture of
Kazakhstan with great disdain and quiet, nonvio-
lent resistance. The picture is further complicated
by the fact that many Kazakhs and non-Kazakhs
are struggling (out of work and living below the
poverty level). Democracy and independence have
been hard sells to a people who grew accustomed to
the comforts and security of Soviet life.

Location and Geography. Kazakhstan, approxi-
mately 1 million square miles (2,717,300 square
kilometers) in size, is in Central Asia, along the
historic Silk Road that connected Europe with China
more than two thousand years ago. Five nations
border current-day Kazakhstan: China to the east;
Russia to the north; the Caspian Sea to the west; and
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan to the
south. A pair of beautiful mountain ranges, the
Altay and the Tien Shan, with peaks nearly as high
as 22,966 feet (7,000 meters), runs along Kazakh-
stan’s southeastern border. The area north and west
of this is the vast Kazakh steppe. Life on the steppe is
harsh, with extreme temperatures and intense
winds. The lands leading up to the Caspian Sea in
the west are below sea level and rich in oil. The
historic Aral Sea is on Kazakhstan’s southern border
with Uzbekistan. In recent years the sea has se-
verely decreased in size and even split into two
smaller seas due to environmental mismanage-
ment. The climate of Kazakhstan is extremely vari-
able. The very south experiences hot summers, with
temperatures routinely over 100 degrees Fahrenheit
(38 degrees Celsius). The very north, which is tech-
nically southern Siberia, has extreme winters, with
lows of well below 0 degrees Fahrenheit (�18 de-
grees Celsius), with strong winds, making the tem-
perature feel like �50 to �60 degrees Fahrenheit
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(�46 to �51 degrees Celsius). There are beautiful
parts of Kazakhstan, with lakes and mountains that
would rival many tourist destinations in the world.
There are also parts of Kazakhstan that are flat and
barren, making it seem at times like a forsaken
place.

The capital of Kazakhstan was moved in 1996
to Astana, in the north-central part of the country
far from any of Kazakhstan’s borders. The former
capital, Almaty, is still the largest city and most
important financial and cultural center. It is located
at the base of the Tien Shan Mountains in the far
southeast near both China and Kyrgyzstan.

The move of the capital was very controversial
among many in Kazakhstan. There are three main
theories as to why the move was made. The first
theory contends that the move was for geopolitical,
strategic reasons. Since Almaty is near the borders

with China and Kyrgyzstan (which is a friend but
too close to the Islamic insurgent movements of
Tajikistan and Afghanistan), this theory maintains
that the new, central location provides the govern-
ment with a capital city well separated from its
neighbors. A second theory asserts that the capital
was moved because Kazakh president Nursultan
Nazarbayev wanted to create a beautiful new capi-
tal with new roads, buildings, and an airport. The
final theory holds that the Kazakh government
wanted to repatriate the north with Kazakhs. Mov-
ing the capital to the north would move jobs
(mostly held by Kazakhs) and people there, chang-
ing the demographics and lessening the likelihood of
the area revolting or of Russia trying to reclaim it.

Demography. The population of Kazakhstan was
estimated to be 16,824,825 in July 1999. A census
taken just after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991

K A Z A K H S T A N

1 1 6 8



indicated a population of more than 17 million. The
decreasing nature of Kazakhstan’s population
(�.09 percent in 1999) is due, in part, to low birth-
rates and mass emigration by non-Kazakhs, mainly
Russians and Germans (Kazakhstan’s net migration
rate was �7.73 migrants per 1,000 people in
1999). Given the emigration, Kazakhstan’s ethnic
make up is ever-changing. For 1999 the best esti-
mates were Kazakhs 46 percent, Russians 34.7 per-
cent, Ukrainians 4.9 percent, Germans 3.1 percent,
Uzbeks 2.3 percent, Tartar 1.9 percent, and others
7.1 percent. Many observers predict that continued
emigration by non-Kazakhs and encouraged higher
birthrates of Kazakhs by the government will lead
to Kazakhs increasing their numbers relative to
other ethnicities in Kazakhstan.

Linguistic Affiliation. Language is one of the
most contentious issues in Kazakhstan. While
many countries have used a common language to
unite disparate ethnic communities, Kazakhstan
has not been able to do so. Kazakh, the official state
language of Kazakhstan, is a Turkic language spo-
ken by only 40 percent of the people. Russian,
which is spoken by virtually everyone, is the official
language and is the interethnic means of communi-
cations among Russians, Kazakhs, Koreans, and
others.

The move to nationalize Kazakhstan through
the use of Kazakh has presented two main prob-
lems. During Soviet times, when Russian was the
only real language of importance, Kazakh failed to
keep up with the changing vocabulary of the twen-
tieth century. In addition, Russian is still very im-
portant in the region. Knowledge of Russian allows
Kazakhstan to communicate with the fourteen
other former Soviet republics as well as with many
people in their own country.

Symbolism. Kazakhs are historically a nomadic
people, and thus many of their cultural symbols
reflect nomadic life. The horse is probably the most
central part of Kazakh culture. Kazakhs love horses,
riding them for transportation in the villages, using
them for farming, racing them for fun, and eating
them for celebrations. Many Kazakhs own horses
and keep pictures of them in their houses or offices.
Also a product of their formally nomadic lives is the
yurt, a Central Asian dwelling resembling a tepee,
which was transportable and utilitarian on the
harsh Central Asian steppe. These small white
homes are still found in some parts of Kazakhstan,
but for the most part they are used in celebrations
and for murals and tourist crafts.

Also central to Kazakh symbolism are Muslim
symbols. Kazakhs are Muslim by history, and even
after seventy years of Soviet atheism, they incorpo-
rate Islamic symbols in their everyday life. The tra-
ditionally Muslim star and crescent can be widely
seen, as can small Muslim caps and some tradition-
ally Muslim robes and headscarves in the villages.

Kazakhs are also very proud of their moun-
tains, rare animals such as snow leopards, eagles,
and falcons (a large eagle appears on the Kazakh flag
under a rising sun), and their national instrument,
the dombra, a two-stringed instrument with a thin
neck and potbelly base, resembling a guitar.

The symbols of Soviet Kazakhstan still exist and
are important to some people. At its peak there was
hardly a town that did not have a statue of Lenin; a
street named after the revolution; or a large ham-
mer, sickle, and Soviet red star on many of its
houses and public buildings. Much like the attempt
to assert the Kazakh language, the increased use of
Kazakh symbols on money, in schools, on televi-
sion, and in national holidays has been tempered by
those who do not wish to part with the Soviet sym-
bols of the past.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Humans have inhabited
the Central Asian steppe since the Stone Age. Dra-
matic seasonal variations coupled with movements,
conflicts, and alliances of Turkic and Mongol tribes
caused the people of Central Asia often to be on the
move.

In the eighth century a confederation of Turk-
ish tribes, the Qarluqs, established the first state in
Kazakhstan in what is now eastern Kazakhstan.
Islam was introduced to the area in the eighth and
ninth centuries, when Arabs conquered what is
now southern Kazakhstan. The Oghuz Turks con-
trolled western Kazakhstan until the eleventh cen-
tury.

The eleventh through the eighteenth centuries
saw periodic control over Kazakhstan by Arabs,
Turks, and Mongols. The people of Kazakhstan con-
sider themselves great warriors and still honor
many of the war heroes of this time period.

What might be called the modern-day history
of Kazakhstan started in the eighteenth century,
when the three main hordes (groups) of Kazakh
nomads (who had begun to distinguish themselves
linguistically and culturally from the Uzbeks,
Kyrgyz, and Turkmen) started seeking Russian pro-
tection from Oryat raiders from the Xhinjian area of
western China.
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In 1854 the Russian garrison town of Verny
(modern-day Almaty) was founded. It was not long
before Russian incursions into Central Asia became
much more frequent. By the end of the nineteenth
century the Russians had a firm foothold in the area
and were starting to exert their influence on the
nomadic Kazakhs, setting the stage for the twenti-
eth century transformation of the region by the
Soviets.

The Soviet Union’s interaction with Kazakhstan
started just after the 1917 October Revolution, with
Lenin granting the peoples of Central Asia the right
to self-determination. This did not last long, and
during the 1920s Moscow and the Red Army put
down Muslim revolts throughout Central Asia after
the Russian civil war. Centuries of nomadic tribal
wars among Turks, Mongols, and Arabs were being
replaced by a new kind of domination: the military
might of the Red Army and the propagandistic So-
viet machine of Stalin’s Kremlin.

In 1924 Kazakhstan was given union republic
status, and in 1936 full Soviet socialist republic
status—a status that did not change until Kazakh-
stan was the last Soviet republic to break from
Moscow and declare independence, on 16 December
1991.

The years between 1924 and 1991 were truly
transformative for the people and land of Kazakh-
stan. Factories were built, schools reorganized, bor-
ders closed, and life changed in almost every facet.
Soviet years were a time of immigration into
Kazakhstan. Stalin’s collectivization campaign after
World War II brought people from the Caucasus,
southern Russia, and the Baltic to Kazakhstan.
Khrushchev’s ‘‘Virgin Land’’ campaign in 1954
made much of Kazakhstan into farmland, run by
huge collective farms, largely made up of the Rus-
sian and Ukrainian settlers brought in to run them.

Soviet wars were also very difficult for this
region. World War II and the war in Afghanistan in
the late 1970s killed many young Kazakh men and
women. Kazakhstan was integral to the Soviet
Union for its oil and minerals, fertile farmlands,
tough warriorlike heritage, and its vast, wide-open
lands suitable for nuclear testing.

In 1986 the Soviet Union and the world got a
glimpse of how intact Kazakh nationalism re-
mained. Riots broke out on 16 December in reaction
to the Russian Gennady Kolbin being named head of
the Kazakh Communist Party machine. Kazakhstan
had been changed by the Soviet Union; its people
looked and acted differently and its language had
partially been neglected, but the Kazakh people were
still proud of their history and their heritage.

In 1991, then Kazakh Communist Party leader
Nursultan Nazarbayev declared independence for
Kazakhstan. He had stayed faithful to Moscow the
longest and supported Mikhail Gorbachev’s efforts
to keep the Union intact. The years since 1991 have
seen many changes in Kazakhstan and its people.
Democracy is attempting to take root in a land that
hasn’t known democracy at any time in its three
thousand-year history. Nomadism, tribal warfare,
Mongol dynasties, foreign domination, and Soviet
communism have been all the Kazakh land has
known.

National Identity. Several factors that are unique
to Kazakhstan, its land, and its history, unite its
people. Kazakhstanis are proud of the nation’s
abundant natural resources, agricultural potential,
and natural beauty. They are also united in their
shared history as a neglected republic during the
Soviet years. While they toiled under Soviet rule,
producing much of the agricultural and industrial
product for the Soviet Union, the rest of the Union
looked upon Kazakhstan as a barren place.

A very structured and uniform educational sys-
tem exists in Kazakhstan. All ethnicities, whether
urban or rural, study a similar curriculum. Thus,
students throughout the country share the same
education.

Ethnic Relations. According to many people of
Kazakhstan, during the Soviet years they wanted
for very little. Everyone had jobs, everyone had a
house or an apartment, and food was abundant.
The Kazakhs were part of a powerful union that
challenged the United States and the other powers of
the world. They lived in a socialist system that
based its success on the hard work of its people. But
to say that everything was equal and that there
were no underlying tensions, especially between
Russians and Kazakhs, would be untrue. Since the
very days of Russian influence in Central Asia,
many Kazakhs have met their presence with con-
tempt and skepticism. This was furthered during
the Soviet years when Russian language, Russian
culture, and the power in Moscow took very promi-
nent places in Kazakhstan. While tensions between
the two groups were often subtle and barely visible,
they erupted violently during the 16 December,
1986 riots over Russian control of the Kazakh Com-
munist Party. The day of 16 December is a very
important and proud one in recent Kazakh history,
as evidence of their nationalism and unity as a peo-
ple (in 1991, when independence was declared, 16
December was symbolically chosen as Independence
Day).
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Interior of a yurt, a mobile dwelling used by nomadic Kazakhs.

The latent tensions of 150 years of Russian in-
fluence in Kazakhstan, coupled with the increas-
ingly more visible disapproval by Kazakhs of Rus-
sian domination, set the stage for the difficult first
years of post-Soviet life. Kazakh nationalism has
been unpopular with many non-Kazakhs, espe-
cially the Russians, and thousands have left as a
result. Streets and schools have been renamed, stat-
ues of Lenin taken down, the national anthem and
flag changed, old Soviet holidays forgotten, and
new Kazakh holidays promoted. Ethnic tensions
have been further strained by an economy and a
political system that has produced extreme haves
and have-nots. The guarantee of work, an apart-
ment, free health care, and higher education that
kept tensions low for seventy years have been re-
placed by unemployment, decaying health care, and
expensive higher education.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The yurt is the main architectural remnant from
the Kazakh nomadic years. The yurt is a round,
transportable dwelling not unlike the Native Ameri-
can tepee (the yurt being shorter and flatter than the
tepee). The yurt was very useful to the nomadic
Kazakhs, who needed a sturdy dwelling to protect

them from the elements of the harsh plains, and its
inhabitants would sit and sleep in them on thick
mats on the floor. Very few Kazakhs live in yurts
today, but sitting on the floor is still very common
in many Kazakh homes, many preferring it to sit-
ting in chairs or at a regular table. Yurts are widely
used in national celebrations and in Kazakh arts and
poetry as reminders of the Kazakhs’ nomadic past.

Russian settlers in Kazakhstan also had an effect
on Kazakhstani architecture. Small A-frame
houses, Russian orthodox churches, and many new
wooden buildings went up as Russians settled the
area in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Very few of these building have survived the times
besides some churches, which have been restored
and protected.

The twentieth century and the Soviet Union
brought many architectural changes to Kazakh-
stan. Hard work and unity were two central themes
of the socialist years in Kazakhstan, and the archi-
tecture from this period is a large reflection of that.
Most of the buildings built during this period were
big and utilitarian. Hospitals, schools, post offices,
banks, and government buildings went up from
Moscow to Almaty in basically the same shape,
size, and color. The materials used were usually just
as rough, with concrete and brick being the most
common.
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Large Soviet apartment blocks went up in all of
the cities across Kazakhstan. Arranged in small mi-
crodistricts, these buildings were usually five or six
stories high and had three to four apartments of
one, two, or three bedrooms each per floor.

The villages and collective farms of Kazakhstan
were of a different kind of Soviet architecture. Small
two- to three-room, one-story houses, usually
painted white and light blue (the light blue is
thought to keep away evil spirits), adorn the coun-
tryside in Kazakhstan. The government built all
houses, and there was no individualizing, excessive
decorating, or architectural innovation. Very few, if
any, houses were allowed to be more than one story
high. A big house or an elaborate apartment was
thought to be gaudy and very bourgeois.

While work and utilitarianism had definite ef-
fects on Kazakhstan’s architecture, so did the belief
in unity and the rights of the people. Public space
was very important to the Soviets; in fact, nothing
was privately owned, including one’s home. Large
collective farms were formed, transforming small
villages into working communities, all with the
same goal. Large squares and parks were built in
almost every town and city. Everything belonged to
the people, through the Communist apparatus in
Moscow.

Times have certainly changed, as has the archi-
tecture in these post-Soviet days of independence.
The old buildings, and the people who designed and
built them, still exist. Some parts of Kazakhstan are
in good repair and upkeep, while other parts look
like an old amusement park that hasn’t been used in
years. In some cases cranes and forklifts stand in the
exact places they were in when independence was
declared and government money ran out. Rusted
and covered in weeds and grass, much of the Soviet
architecture and the people occupying it are in des-
perate need of help. This picture is further compli-
cated and contrasted by the introduction of new
buildings and new wealth by some people in
Kazakhstan.

Oil money, foreign investments, and a new
management style have created a whole new style
in Kazakhstan. Almaty and Astana both have five-
star high-rise hotels. The big cities have casinos,
Turkish fast food restaurants, and American steak
houses; modern bowling alleys and movie theaters
are opening up amid old and decaying Soviet build-
ings. Private homes are also changing; sometimes
next to or between old Soviet-style one-story
austere houses, new two- and three-story houses
with two-car garages and large, fenced-in yards are
being built.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Kazakh culture is a very big part of their
heritage, a way of respecting guests and of cele-
brating. When sitting down to eat with a Kazakh
family one can be sure of two things: There will be
more than enough food to eat, and there will be
meat, possibly of different types.

Food in Daily Life. In daily life Kazakhs eat some
of their own national dishes, but have borrowed
some from the Russians, Ukrainians, Uzbeks, and
Turks that they live among. Daily meals for
Kazakhs usually are very hearty, always including
bread and usually another starch such as noodles or
potatoes and then a meat. One common dish is pilaf,
which is often associated with the Uzbeks. It is a rice
dish usually made with carrots, mutton, and a lot
of oil. Soups, including Russian borscht, also are
very common. Soups in Kazakhstan can be made of
almost anything. Borscht is usually red (beet-based)
or brown (meat-based), with cabbage, meat, some-
times potatoes, and usually a large dollop of sour
cream. Pelimnin, a Russian dish that is made by
filling small dough pockets with meat and onions, is
very popular with all nationalities in Kazakhstan
and is served quite often as a daily meal.

A more traditional Central Asian dish, although
not conclusively Kazakh, is manti, a large dough
pocket filled with meat, onions, and sometimes
pumpkin.

Bread (commonly loaves or a flat, round bread
called leipioskka) and seasonal fruits and vegetables
are served with almost every meal. Kazakhstan is
known for its apples, and the Soviets are known for
their love of potatoes (for both eating and making
vodka).

Shashlik, marinated meat roasted over a small
flame and served on a stick, is of great popularity in
this region. The style of meat, which locals claim
originated in the Caucasus is not often eaten on a
daily basis at home but is eaten quite often at road-
side cafés and corner shashlik stands. High quality
shashlik in large quantities is served at home on
special occasions or if an animal is slaughtered.

With their daily meals, Kazakhs drink fruit
juices, milk, soft drinks, beer, water, and tea. Tea is
an integral part of life in Kazakhstan. Many people
sit down and drink tea at least six or seven times a
day. Every guest is always offered tea, if not forced
to stay and drink some. Tea is almost always con-
sumed hot, as people in Kazakhstan think that
drinking cold beverages will make one sick. Soft
drinks, beer, and other drinks are drunk cold but
never too cold, for fear of sickness.
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Two children peruse movies advertisements in Alma Ata.

Tea drinking habits vary between Russians and
Kazakhs. Russians drink their tea in teacups filled to
the brim with hot tea. Kazakhs drink their tea in
small wide-mouthed saucers called kasirs that they
never fill more than halfway (usually only a quar-
ter full). The intent is that the tea should never get
cold, and the passing of the empty cup by a guest or
a family member to the woman pouring tea serves
as a way to keep them interacting, a way of show-
ing respect. Kazakhs take tea drinking very seri-
ously, and the ritualistic brewing, drinking, pass-
ing, and refilling of teacups take on a real rhythm
and beauty when observed.

Kazakhs are both very traditional and supersti-
tious and thus have a multitude of food and drink
taboos. As Muslims, Kazakhs do not eat pork. This
is a general rule, followed much more closely in the
villages than in the more secular cities. Kazakhs also
have great respect for bread. It should never be
wasted or thrown away and should always be
placed on the table right side up. Kazakhs will often
forbid you to leave their house unless you have
eaten at least some of their bread, even if it is just a
small crumb.

A national habit is eating with one’s hands. This
is naturally more common in the villages, where
traditions are more evident, but it is not uncommon
to see Kazakhs in cities eat with their hands. In fact,

the Kazakh national dish beshbarmak means ‘‘five
fingers’’ in Kazakh.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions.
Kazakhs have always held guests in high regard.
Certain traditional Kazakh foods are usually served
only on special occasions such as parties, holidays,
weddings, and funerals. The most notable of these is
beshbarmak, most traditionally made of horse meat.
It is essentially boiled meat on the bone served over
noodles and covered in a meat broth called souppa.
The host, usually a man, takes the various pieces of
meat and gives them out in an order of respect
usually based on seniority or distance traveled. Each
different piece of the horse (or goat, sheep or cow,
never chicken or pig) symbolizes a different attrib-
ute such as wisdom, youth, or strength.
Beshbarmak is always served in large quantities and
usually piping hot.

When beshbarmak is made of sheep, the head of
the sheep also will be boiled, fully intact, and served
to the most honored guest. That guest then takes a
bit of meat for himself or herself and distributes
other parts of the head to other people at the table.

Another national food that is present at all cele-
brations is bausak, a deep-fried bread with nothing
in the middle and usually in the shape of a triangle
or a circle. The bread is eaten with the meal, not as
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dessert, and is usually strewn all over the tradi-
tional Kazakh table, which is called destrakan (the
word refers more to a table full of traditional food
than to an actual table). Bausak is strewn all over
the table so that no part of the table is showing.
Kazakhs like to have every inch of service area cov-
ered with food, sometimes with more food than will
fit on the table, as a way of showing respect and
prosperity.

A fermented horse’s milk called kumis in Kazakh
is also occasionally drunk at ceremonial occasions.
This traditional milk dates back to the nomadic
days, and many people in Central Asia think that
the intoxicating beverage is therapeutic.

Vodka is consumed at all ceremonies. It is usu-
ally consumed in large quantities, and can be home-
made or bought from a store (although usually
only Russians make it at home). Toasts almost al-
ways precede a drink of vodka, and are given not
only at special events but also at small, informal
gatherings. Vodka permeates Kazakh and non-
Kazakh culture and is central to all important meals
and functions.

Basic Economy. Because of the richness of its land
and resourcefulness of its people, the Kazakh basic
economy is not very dependent on foreign trade and
imports. The degree to which this is true varies
greatly between the cities and towns, and the vil-
lages of the countryside. Almost every rural Kazakh
has a garden, sheep and chickens, and some have
horses. There are many meals in rural Kazakhstan
where everything people eat and drink is homemade
and from the person’s garden or livestock. People in
this region have been taught to be very resourceful
and careful with what little they have. Most men
can fix their own cars, houses, and farm equip-
ment; women can cultivate, cook, sew, or mend
almost everything they use in daily life. In fact,
many rural dwellers make a living of growing foods
or handmaking goods for sale in the local markets
or in the cities.

For other goods, Kazakhs rely on a local market,
where they buy clothes, electronics or other goods,
mostly from Russia, Turkey, China, and South Ko-
rea. Urban Kazakhs rely much on grocery stores
and now even big shopping malls in some cities for
their goods and services.

Land Tenure and Property. Most people in
Kazakhstan now own a house or an apartment for
which they paid very little. Houses and property
built and subsidized by the former Soviet govern-
ment were very cheap and available to all during the
Soviet years. With the collapse of the USSR most

people retained the property that they had during
Soviet years. New houses have been built and new
property developed, and these are bought and sold
in much the same way property is in any Western
country. Most apartments are bought outright, but
slowly the concept of developing an area and rent-
ing out the apartments and stores is becoming more
popular. The area may face a real crisis as the
houses and apartments that remain from the Soviet
era need to be torn down or rebuilt, as people do not
have much money for property or building sup-
plies.

Commercial Activities. Seventy years of living in
a land without imports or major foreign trade made
the people of Kazakhstan rely heavily on their So-
viet neighbors and on producing for themselves. In
local markets, all types of goods and services are for
sale, from produce to clothes, cars, and livestock.
Kazakh carpets and handicrafts are probably some
of the most famous exports from Kazakhstan. In
addition, mineral and oil exports bring in much-
needed revenue.

Major Industries. The major industries of
Kazakhstan are oil, coal, ore, lead, zinc, gold, silver,
metals, construction materials, and small motors.
Kazakhstan produces 40 percent of the world’s
chrome ore, second only to South Africa. Besides the
major fossil fuels and important minerals extrac-
tion, which is being supported by both foreign in-
vestment and the Kazakh government, much of the
major industrial production in Kazakhstan has
slowed or stopped. An industrial growth rate of
�2.1 percent in 1998 was very frustrating to a
country and people with such a rich land but with
such a poor infrastructure and rate of capital in-
vestment.

Trade. Kazakhstan trades oil, ferrous and non-
ferrous metals, chemicals, grains, wool, meat, and
coal on the international market mostly with Rus-
sia, the United Kingdom, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, the
Netherlands, China, Italy, and Germany. For the
years between 1990-1997, 28 percent of working
males were active in agriculture; 37 percent in in-
dustry; and 35 percent in services. During that
same time period, 15 percent of working women
were engaged in agriculture; 25 percent in industry;
and 60 percent in services.

Division of Labor. Liberal arts colleges have only
existed in Kazakhstan since independence in 1991.
Until that time all institutes of higher education
trained workers for a specific skill and to fill a spe-
cific role in the economy. This is still very much the
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case with high school seniors deciding among ca-
reers such as banking, engineering, computer sci-
ence, or teaching.

A system of education, qualifications, work ex-
perience, and job performance is for the most part in
place once a graduate enters the workforce. In re-
cent years there have been widespread complaints of
nepotism and other unfair hiring and promotion
practices, often involving positions of importance.
This has lead to cynicism and pessimism regarding
fairness in the job market.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Class and Castes. Some would argue that there is
no bigger problem in Kazakhstan than rising social
stratification at all levels. Kazakh capitalism has
been a free-for-all, with a few people grabbing
almost all of the power regardless of who suffers.

The terms ‘‘New Kazakh’’ or ‘‘New Russian’’
have been used to describe the nouveau riche in
Kazakhstan, who often flaunt their wealth. This is
in contrast to the vast number of unemployed or
underpaid. A culture of haves and have-nots is dan-
gerous for a country composed of many different
ethnic groups used to having basic needs met re-
gardless of who they were or where they came
from. Poverty and accusations of unfair treatment
have raised the stakes in tensions between Kazakhs
and non-Kazakhs, whose interactions until recently
have been peaceful.

Symbols of Social Stratification. The symbols of
stratification in Kazakhstan are much like they are
in many developing countries. The rich drive expen-
sive cars, dress in fashionable clothes, and throw
lavish parties. The poor drive old Soviet cars or take
a bus, wear cheap clothes imported from China or
Turkey, and save for months just to afford a birth-
day party or a wedding.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. American legal and constitutional
experts helped the Kazakhstani government write
their constitution and form their government in
1995. The system is a strong presidential one, with
the president having the power to dissolve the par-
liament if his prime minister is rejected twice or if
there is a vote of no confidence. The president also is
the only person who can suggest constitutional
amendments and make political appointments.
There are some forms of checks and balances pro-
vided by a bicameral legislature called the Kenges.
The Majlis, or lower house, has sixty-seven deputies

In villages, women are responsible for the domestic chores.

and the upper house, the Senate, has forty-seven
senators. The powers of the legislature are severely
limited; most glaringly, they don’t even have the
power to initiate legislation. The legal system is
based on the civil law system. There is a Supreme
Court of forty-four members and a Constitutional
Court of seven members. While much of the control
is centered in Astana with the president, legislature,
and courts, there are fourteen provinces or states,
called oblasts in Russian, with governors and certain
rights.
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Leadership and Political Officials. The presi-
dent, Nursultan Nazarbayev, was the top Commu-
nist leader of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic
when the Soviet Union disbanded in 1991. After
independence, Nazarbayev was easily elected presi-
dent in November 1991. In March 1995 he dis-
solved parliament, saying that the 1994 parliamen-
tary elections were invalid. A March 1995
referendum extended the president’s term until
2000, solidifying Nazarbayev’s control and raising
serious doubts among Kazakhstani people and in-
ternational observers as to the state of Kazakhstani
democracy.

Multiparty, representative democracy has tried
to take hold in Kazakhstan but has been met by
opposition from Nazarbayev’s government. The
main opposition parties are the Communist Party,
Agrarian Party, Civic Party, Republican People’s
Party, and the Orleu, or progress movement. A
number of smaller parties have formed and
disbanded over the years. The opposition parties
have accused Nazarbayev and his Republican Party
of limiting any real power of the opposition by put-
ting obstacles and loopholes in their way, if not
actually rigging the elections.

The most notable example of suppression of
political opposition has been the case of Akezhan
Kazhageldin, who was Nazarbayev’s prime minis-
ter from 1994 to 1997. In 1999 Kazhageldin was
banned from running in the 1999 presidential elec-
tions. He and his wife were charged with tax
evasion (the conviction of a crime under the
Kazakhstani constitution prevents a potential can-
didate from running for office) and arrested in Sep-
tember 1999 at the Moscow airport after arriving
from London. Sharp criticism by the Organization
for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) over
how the arrest was set up and carried out allowed
Kazhageldin to return to London. The end result
was that he was still not registered for the October
election, and Nazarbayev won easily, with more
than 80 percent of the vote. The OSCE and the
United States criticized the election as unfair and
poorly administered.

Social Problems and Control. In urban areas,
robberies and theft are common. Murder, suicide,
and other violent crimes are on the rise. The system
for dealing with crime in Kazakhstan is based, in
theory, on a rule of law and enforced by the police
and the courts. Local and state police and local and
national courts are set up much as they are in the
United States and much of the rest of the Western
world. The problem is the lack of checks and con-
trols on this system. There are so many police and

so many different units (remnants of the Soviet
apparatus still exist, such as intelligence gatherers,
visa and registration officers, and corruption and
anitgovernmental affairs divisions, as well regular
police and border controls) that it is often that juris-
diction is unclear. The strong sense of community,
with neighbors looking out for each other, acts as a
deterrent against crime. Civic education and respon-
sible citizenry is emphasized in schools, and the
schools work closely with local communities in this
area.

The drug trade from Afghanistan and long,
hard-to-patrol borders have given rise to organized
crime, putting a strain on Kazakhstan’s police and
border patrol.

White-collar crime, such as embezzlement, tax
fraud, and abuse of power and privilege are almost
daily events, which seem to be tacitly accepted.

Military Activity. The military of the Soviet Union
was very strong and well-trained. The armies of the
post-Soviet republics are much weaker and less
supported by the government. The available
Kazakhstani military manpower of males between
ages fifteen and forty-nine was estimated at 4.5
million in 1999, with about 3.5 million of those
available being fit for service. All males over age
eighteen must serve in the military for two years.
Exemptions are made for those in school and the
disabled. The 1998 fiscal year expenditures on the
military were $232.4 million (U.S.)—1 percent of
the GDP of Kazakhstan.

Kazakhstan is in a semiprecarious location. It
has a friendly, although weakened, neighbor to the
north in Russia. Recent complaints by Russians in
Kazakhstan have begun to resonate in Moscow,
putting some strain on relations that are for the
most part friendly. Kazakhstan has a historical fear
of China and thus watches its border with that
country closely, but the most unstable areas for
Kazakhstan involve its neighbors to the south.
Movements in Afghanistan have spread to the failed
state of Tajikistan, forming a center of Islamic fun-
damentalism not far to Kazakhstan’s south.
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan have already dealt with
attacks from rebel groups in Tajikistan, and
Kazakhstan has significantly increased its military
presence on its borders with Kyrgyzstan and
Uzbekistan. The region does not seem to be one that
will readily go to war, while memories of the war in
Afghanistan in the late 1970s are fresh in most
people’s minds.
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SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

There is a government-sponsored program of pen-
sion and disability benefits. There is also support for
single mothers with multiple children. The problem
is that there is very little money for these programs.
Pension levels have not kept up with inflation, and
pensions are rarely paid on time, with those elderly,
disabled, or unemployed often going months with-
out payment.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Kazakhstan and the rest of the former Soviet Union
have seen a massive infusion of nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) and international aid pro-
grams. The passage of the Freedom Support Act by
the United States’ Congress has provided millions of
dollars for direct U.S. governmental involvement in
Kazakhstan and much-needed money for NGOs to
operate there. The Peace Corps, United Nations Vol-
unteers, and many other aid and educational orga-
nizations have been working hard in Kazakhstan.
The groups are well received by the people and, for
the most part, allowed to do their work by the
Kazakhstani government.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. There is a large
distinction between work and the home in Kazakh-
stani society. Women occupy very important roles
in the Kazakhstani workforce. Women are, for ex-
ample, school principals, bank presidents, teachers,
accountants, police officers, secretaries, and govern-
ment workers and make up almost half of the
workforce. This may be a carryover from Soviet
times when women were very important parts of a
system that depended on every citizen to work and
contribute.

Women are often the best students in a school
and more qualified than men for many of the jobs in
Kazakhstan. However, often women have not been
promoted to the top positions in national govern-
ment and the private sector. With alcoholism on the
rise, especially among men, and educational per-
formance among men often lower than average,
women may play an even more significant role in
the future Kazakhstani economy.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Kazakh
culture is traditionally a patriarchal one, with
much respect being given to men, especially elderly
men. Symbols in the culture often represent power

and warriorlike behavior, often associated with
men. This can be seen in many Kazakh households.
In villages and small towns women always prepare
the food, pour the tea, and clean the dishes. Men will
often lounge on large pillows or stand outside and
smoke while women prepare food or clean up after
a meal. Men do work around the house, but it is
usually with the horses, garden, or car. There are
many marriage and courtship customs that further
assert the male as dominant in Kazakh society.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Marriage in Kazakhstan is similar to
that in the United States and Europe. The reasons
and even the process of marriage in Kazakhstan are
also very similar. While years ago it was common
for women to marry very young, times have
changed; education has become much more impor-
tant for both genders, and marriages for people in
their mid-twenties are becoming more common.
Marriages are not arranged by the parents but are
usually formed through dating and courtship. In-
terracial marriage is rare but tolerated.

Three aspects of traditional Kazakh culture still
occasionally affect marriage today in Kazakhstan.
Marriage is forbidden to any couple related over the
past seven generations. In addition, the male should
be older than the female. Finally, the nomadic tradi-
tion of stealing a bride is still practiced, although
rarely, by some Kazakhs.

Families of the bride and groom are usually
heavily involved in the process of the wedding and
subsequent marriage. The families meet before the
wedding, and exchange gifts and dowries. Kazakh
weddings are three-day events.

Divorce is not uncommon, especially in the ur-
ban centers. It is viewed in Kazakhstan as it is in
other parts of the world—it is never ideal but some
marriages were not meant to last. There are no for-
mal rules for who gets what when a marriage ends,
but women usually keep the children.

Domestic Unit. Households vary greatly in
Kazakhstan. Some couples have only one or two
children, while other families have eight or nine.
Kazakhs tend to have more children than Russians.
Men exercise most of the symbolic authority in
both Kazakh and non-Kazakh households. But there
are many very strong women and powerful matri-
archs who wield all practical control.

Domestic units in Kazakhstan are very rarely
just a mother, father, and their children. The prac-
tice of grandparents and extended family living
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Oil refineries next to train tracks near Kul’Sary, Kazakhstan. Oil is one of the major industries in Kazakhstan.

within one household is very common. Kazakhs
especially make very little distinctions among cous-
ins, second cousins, aunts, uncles, and grandpar-
ents. Kazakhs also still largely adhere to an old cus-
tom of care for the elderly. The youngest son in
Kazakh families is expected to stay at home until his
parents die. He may take a wife and have a family of
his own, but he is expected to care for his parents
into their old age.

Kin Groups. Kin groups are central to the life of
almost every Kazakh life. Who you are, who your
family is, and where you are from are very impor-
tant. Dating back hundreds of years to the times
when the Kazakhs were divided into three distinct
hordes or large tribes, it has been important to
know about your kin groups. Extended families are
large support networks, and relatives from far
away can be expected to help financially in times of
crisis.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Childbirth in Kazakhstan occurs in a
hospital under the care of a doctor whenever possi-
ble. Every district in the country has a hospital, and
medical care is free; patients only pay for drugs and
specialized tests and care. Mothers usually stay in
the hospital with their infants for a few days after

birth. Some Kazakhs practice a custom of not letting
anyone besides close family members see a newborn
for the first forty days of life; then the family holds
a small party and presents the baby to extended
family and friends. Babies are well cared for and
cherished by all cultures in Kazakhstan. Indepen-
dence and access to markets have brought improved
access to infant care products.

Child Rearing and Education. Generally children
go to kindergarten at ages four or five in Kazakh-
stan. First grade and formal schooling start at age
six, when many Kazakhs have large parties cele-
brating the event.

Children in Kazakhstan are assigned to classes
of about twenty-five students in the first grade; the
class remains together through the eleventh grade.
The class has the same teacher from the first
through the fourth grade and then a different
teacher from the fifth through the eleventh grade.
These teachers become like second mothers or fa-
thers to the students in that class, with discipline
being an important factor. Homework is extensive
and grades difficult, and students are very grade-
conscious.

Kazakhstani schools stress the basics: literature,
math, geography, history, grammar, and foreign
languages. Workdays are held where students clean
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the school and the town. Classes on citizenship and
army training are required. After school, arts and
dance performances are very popular.

Higher Education. Many high school students—
often as high as 75 percent—go on to attend some
form of schooling after graduation. Liberal arts
schools, many run by foreigners, are opening in the
bigger cities. Technical schools and state universities
are widespread and very popular. A tendency still
exists to pigeonhole students by making them
choose a profession before they enter school—a So-
viet remnant that preached that every citizen had a
specific role in society and the sooner he or she
realized it and learned the trade the better. Unfortu-
nately this practice is less flexible in the ever-chang-
ing Kazakhstani economy, leaving many young
people underqualified for many of the emerging
jobs.

ETIQUETTE

Etiquette and cultural norms related to acceptable
and unacceptable behavior vary between urban and
rural Kazakhs. As a rule, rural Kazakhs tend to fol-
low the cultural norms more strictly.

Kazakh men always shake hands with someone
they know when they see each other for the first
time in a day. Usually the younger man initiates
this, and shows respect by extending both hands
and shaking the older man’s hand.

Both Kazakhs and non-Kazakhs remove their
shoes when inside a house. Guests always remove
their shoes at the door and often put on a pair of
slippers provided by the host or hostess. Central
Asian streets often can be very dusty or muddy, so
wearing shoes indoors is a serious social offense.

Greetings are also very structured in Kazakh-
stan. In Kazakh culture, elder women and men are
greeted with certain phrases showing respect. A
Russian system of patronymics is still widely used.

Kazakhs can be superstitious, and whistling in-
side a house is unacceptable in almost all Kazakh
homes. It is believed that whistling inside will make
the owner of the house poor.

In general smoking by women is not accepted,
especially in rural areas, and women who are seen
walking and smoking at the same time are consid-
ered prostitutes.

Kazakhs, and many other people from the for-
mer Soviet Union, often don’t smile at people in
public except to those they know. Kazakhs rarely
form lines when boarding crowded buses.

Many people in Kazakhstan treat foreigners
with a visible degree of skepticism. With the work
of the Peace Corps and many other international
groups and companies, the image of a foreigner as a
spy is starting to fade. Nevertheless Kazakhstani
people will often stare at foreigners as they walk by.

Public affection between friends is very com-
mon. Women and girls often hold hands as they
walk; boys wrestle and often hook arms or walk
with their arms around each other. Kissing cheeks
and embracing is perfectly acceptable between good
friends.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. Religion in Kazakhstan is in a
time of change. Arabs brought Islam to the region
in the ninth century, and more than a thousand
years later, Russian Orthodoxy was introduced by
Russian settlers from the north. For all intents and
purposes no religion was practiced for the seventy
years of Soviet influence over the region; religious
participation was banned, and many churches and
mosques were destroyed—religious traditions were
lost in the name of Soviet atheism. At the beginning
of the twenty-first century, 47 percent of the people
profess to be Muslim (mainly Sunni branch) and 44
percent Russian Orthodox. However, few people
practice religion in any formal way, but Kazakhs
have incorporated religion into some parts of their
everyday life; for example, they cover their faces in
a short prayer when they pass graveyards where
someone they know is buried, and they often say
prayers after meals. Sayings such as ‘‘God willing’’
and ‘‘this is from God’’ are very common in every-
day speech.

There are virtually no visible tensions between
Muslims and Christians in Kazakhstan. Religion
was such a nonfactor for so many years, and con-
tinues to occupy so little of everyday life, that it is
simply not an issue of importance between Russians
and Kazakhs.

Religious Practitioners. Most town mosques are
cared for and staffed by a mullah, who conducts
religious services at the mosque as well as funerals,
weddings, and blessings. Russian Orthodox
churches are in many parts of Kazakhstan, espe-
cially in the north and in large cities. Orthodox
priests perform services and baptize children much
as in the West.

Death and the Afterlife. Both Kazakhs and non-
Kazakhs believe that the deceased go to a heaven
after they die. Funerals and burials reflect this, as
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A farm on the steppe grasslands near Kul’Sary, Kazakhstan. Many rural Kazakhs acquire the food they eat from their own land.

great care is taken in preparing bodies and coffins
for burial. Funerals in this part of the world are very
intense, with wailing being a sign of respect and
love for the dead.

Funerals are usually held in the home of the
deceased with people coming from afar to pay their
respects. Russians and Kazakhs are usually buried
in separate sections of the graveyard. If the means
are available, a Kazakh can be buried in a mauso-
leum.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

There are some hospitals in Kazakhstan where it is
possible to get good health care, but many more are
in poor repair, without heat or electricity, lacking
basic drugs and medical supplies, and staffed by
underqualified and severely underpaid doctors and
nurses.

Doctors are still trained under the Soviet system
of specialties, with very few general practitioners.
Doctors also rely heavily on symptomatic diagno-
sis, as they do not have access to the latest machines
and testing devices; often simple blood tests cannot
be done. Nevertheless, doctors are trusted and re-
spected.

People also rely heavily on home remedies such
as hot teas, honey, vodka and Banya (a very hot

version of a sauna used mainly for cleaning pur-
poses, but also for sweating out diseases and impu-
rities).

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Some of the principal secular celebrations are 8
March, Women’s Day, a very important day in
Kazakhstan and celebrated by all. Women are hon-
ored on this day and showered with flowers and
entertained with skits and jokes by their male co-
workers and family members. Narooz, Kazakh New
Year—a holiday mainly celebrated by Kazakhs on
22 March, but also observed by Kyrgyz, Uzbeks,
Turkmen, Iranians. It occurs on summer solstice.
Kazakhs cook traditional foods, have horse races,
and set up many yurts.

Victory Day on 9 May commemorates the So-
viet victory over Nazi Germany. Day of the Repub-
lic, 25 October, was the day independence was de-
clared. This day is a day of Kazakh nationalism,
with many speeches, songs, and performances in
Kazakh. Independence Day is celebrated on 16 De-
cember—this date was chosen to remember the
riots in Almaty on 16 December 1986. The riots
were the first display of Kazakh nationalism and
solidarity. Independence day is celebrated much like
the Day of the Republic.
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THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Under the Soviet Union,
funding and support of the arts were available for
those who enrolled in specialized schools for artists,
dancers, and musicians. However today, govern-
ment money for arts, besides what is provided
through public schools and municipals houses of
culture, has virtually dried up. Many artisans are
supported through NGOs such as Aid to Artisans
and the Talent Support Fund.

Literature. Students study both Kazakh and Rus-
sian literature. Great Russian and Kazakh writers
such as Tolstoy, Pushkin, and Abai are well known
in Kazakhstan. A high societal value is put on those
who have read the famous works and can quote and
discuss them.

Performance Arts. Despite funding cutbacks,
plays, dance performances, art museums, and the
upkeep of historical museums are very important
to the people of Kazakhstan. There are beautiful
theaters in the larger cities, and almost every town
has a house of culture where plays, art classes,
concerts, and dance performances can take place.
Many cultures in Kazakhstan have a strong tradi-
tion of instrument playing, traditional dancing, and
theatrical performances.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The Soviet Union had, and its now independent re-
publics have, some very well respected science uni-
versities in the world. Higher education is very spe-
cialized in Kazakhstan, with many universities or
programs focusing on specialized fields of physics,
technology, engineering, math, philosophy, and
politics. Many famous academics have come from
this part of the world, and education in these fields
has remained important, although funding for
them has slowed with the economic downturn in
the region.
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CULTURE NAME

Kenyan

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Jamhuri ya Kenya

ORIENTATION

Identification. The country takes its name from
Mount Kenya, located in the central highlands.

Location and Geography. Kenya is located in East
Africa and borders Somalia to the northeast, Ethio-
pia to the north, Sudan to the northwest, Uganda to
the west, Tanzania to the south, and the Indian
Ocean to the east. The country straddles the equa-
tor, covering a total of 224,961 square miles
(582,600 square kilometers; roughly twice the size
of the state of Nevada). Kenya has wide white-sand
beaches on the coast. Inland plains cover three-
quarters of the country; they are mostly bush, cov-
ered in underbrush. In the west are the highlands
where the altitude rises from three thousand to ten
thousand feet. Nairobi, Kenya’s largest city and
capital, is located in the central highlands. The high-
est point, at 17,058 feet (5,200 meters), is Mount
Kenya. Kenya shares Lake Victoria, the largest lake
in Africa and the main source of the Nile River, with
Tanzania and Uganda. Another significant feature
of Kenyan geography is the Great Rift Valley, the
wide, steep canyon that cuts through the highlands.
Kenya is also home to some of the world’s most
spectacular wildlife, including elephants, lions, gi-
raffes, zebras, antelope, wildebeests, and many rare
and beautiful species of birds. Unfortunately, the
animal population is threatened by both hunting
and an expanding human population; wildlife
numbers fell drastically through the twentieth cen-
tury. The government has introduced strict legisla-
tion regulating hunting, and has established a sys-
tem of national parks to protect the wildlife.

Demography. According to an estimate in July
2000, Kenya’s population is 30,339,770. The
population has been significantly reduced by the
AIDS epidemic, as have the age and sex distribu-
tions of the population. Despite this scourge,
however, the birth rate is still significantly
higher than the death rate and the population
continues to grow.

There are more than forty ethnic groups in the
country. The largest of these is the Kikuyu, repre-
senting 22 percent of the population. Fourteen per-
cent is Luhya, 13 percent is Luo, 12 percent is
Kalenjin, 11 percent Kamba, 6 percent Kisii, and 6
percent Meru. Others, including the Somalis and the
Turkana in the north and the Kalenjin in the Great
Rift Valley, comprise approximately 15 percent of
the population. These ethnic categories are further
broken down into subgroups. One percent of the
population is non-African, mostly of Indian and
European descent.

Linguistic Affiliation. The official languages are
English and Kiswahili (or Swahili). Swahili, which
comes from the Arabic word meaning ‘‘coast,’’ is a
mix of Arabic and the African language Bantu. It
first developed in the tenth century with the arrival
of Arab traders; it was a lingua franca that allowed
different tribes to communicate with each other and
with the Arabs. The major language groups native
to the region include Bantu in the west and along
the coast, Nilotic near Lake Victoria, and Cushitic in
the north.

English is the language generally used in
government and business. It is also used in most
of the schools, although there has been
movement towards using Kiswahili as the
teaching language. English is not spoken solely
by the elite, but only people with a certain level
of education speak it.

Symbolism. The Kenyan flag has three horizontal
stripes—red, black, and green—separated by thin
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white bands. The black symbolizes the people of
Kenya, the red stands for the blood shed in the
fight for independence, and the green symbolizes
agriculture. In the center of the flag is a red shield
with black and white markings and two crossed
spears, which stands for vigilance in the defense of
freedom.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The Great Rift Valley is
thought to be one of the places where human beings
originated, and archeologists working in the valley
have found remains of what they speculate are
some of the earliest human ancestors. The first
known inhabitants of present-day Kenya were
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Cushitic-speaking tribes that migrated to the north-
west region from Ethiopa around 2000 B.C.E. East-
ern Cushites began to arrive about one thousand
years later, and occupied much of the country’s
current area. During the period from 500 B.C.E. to
500 C.E., other tribes arrived from various parts of
Africa. Tribal disagreements often led to war during
this time.

In the 900s, Arab merchants arrived and estab-
lished trading centers along the coast of East Africa.
Over the ensuing eight centuries, they succeeded in
converting many Kenyans to Islam. Some Arabs
settled in the area and intermarried with local
groups.

Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama landed at
Mombasa in 1498, after discovering a sailing route
around the Cape of Good Hope. The Portuguese col-
onized much of the region, but the Arabs managed
to evict them in 1729. In the mid-1800s, European
explorers stumbled upon Mount Kilimanjaro and
Mount Kenya, and began to take an interest in the
natural resources of East Africa. Christian mission-
aries came as well, drawn by the large numbers of
prospective converts.

Britain gradually increased its domain in the
region, and in 1884–1885, Kenya was named a
British protectorate by the Congress of Berlin,
which divided the African continent among various
European powers. The British constructed the
Uganda Railway, which connected the ports on
Kenya’s coast to landlocked Uganda. The increasing
economic opportunities brought thousands of Brit-
ish settlers who displaced many Africans, often
forcing them to live on reservations. The Africans
resisted—the Kikuyu in particular put up a strong
fight—but they were defeated by the superior mili-
tary power of the British.

During the early twentieth century, the British
colonizers forced the Africans to work their farms
in virtual slavery, and kept the upper hand by mak-
ing it illegal for the Kenyans to grow their own
food. In the early 1920s, a Kikuyu named Harry
Thuku began to encourage rebellion among his tribe
and founded the East Africa Association. He was
arrested by the British in 1922, provoking a popular
protest. The British reacted violently, killing
twenty-five people in what came to be called the
Nairobi Massacre.

Desire for self-rule continued to build and in
1944 the Kenya African Union, a nationalist party,
was founded. In 1946, the Kikuyu leader Jomo
Kenyatta returned after sixteen years in England
and began agitating for Kenyan independence. Back
on his home soil, he was elected president of the

Turkana men working at a gold mine in northern Kenya pass
blocks of gold-bearing ore to the surface of a shaft. The mines
often lie sixty or so feet below the ground.

Kenya African Union. His rallying cry was uhuru,
Swahili for freedom. While Kenyatta advocated
peaceful rebellion, other Kikuyu formed secret soci-
eties that pledged to win independence for Kenya
using whatever means necessary, including vio-
lence. In the early 1950s, members of these groups
(called Mau Mau) murdered 32 white civilians, as
well as 167 police officers and 1,819 Kikuyu who
disagreed with their absolutist stance or who sup-
ported the colonial government. In retaliation for
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these murders, the British killed a total of 11,503
Mau Mau and their sympathizers. British policy
also included displacing entire tribes and interning
them in barbed-wire camps.

Despite Kenyatta’s public denouncement of the
Mau Mau, the British tried him as a Mau Mau
leader and imprisoned him for nine years. While
Kenyatta was in jail, two other leaders stepped in to
fill his place. Tom Mboya, of the Luo tribe, was the
more moderate of the two, and had the support of
Western nations. Oginga Oginga, also a Luo, was
more radical, and received support from the Soviet
bloc. One common goal of the two was to give
blacks the right to vote. In a 1957 election, blacks
won their first representation in the colonial gov-
ernment and eight blacks were elected to seats in the
legislature. By 1961, they constituted a majority of
the body.

In 1960 at the Lancaster House Conference in
London the English approved Kenyan independence,
setting the date for December 1963. Kenyatta, re-
leased from prison in 1961, became prime minister
of a newly independent Kenya on 12 December
1963 and was elected to the office of president the
following year. Although he was a Kikuyu, one of
Kenyatta’s primary goals was to overcome
tribalism. He appointed members of different ethnic
groups to his government, including Mboya and
Oginga. His slogan became harambee, meaning
‘‘Let’s all pull together.’’ In 1966, however, Oginga
abrogated his position as vice-president to start his
own political party. Kenyatta, fearing cultural di-
visiveness, arrested Oginga and outlawed all politi-
cal parties except his own. On 5 July 1969, Tom
Mboya was assassinated, and tensions between the
Luo and the Kikuyu increased. In elections later that
year, Kenyatta won reelection and political stability
returned. Overall, the fifteen years of Kenyatta’s
presidency were a time of economic and political
stability. When Kenyatta died on 22 August 1978,
the entire nation mourned his death. The vice-presi-
dent, Daniel Toroitich arap Moi (a Kalenjin of the
Tugen subgroup) took over. His presidency was
confirmed in a general election ninety days later.

Moi initially promised to improve on
Kenyatta’s government by ending corruption and
releasing political prisoners. While he made some
progress on these goals, Moi gradually restricted
people’s liberty, outlawing all political parties ex-
cept his own. In 1982, a military coup attempted to
overthrow Moi. The coup was unsuccessful, and
the president responded by temporarily closing the
University of Nairobi, shutting down churches that
dissented from his view, and giving himself the

power to appoint and fire judges. Moi did away
with secret ballots, and several times changed elec-
tion dates spontaneously to keep people from vot-
ing. Moi’s opposition has faced even more blatant
obstacles: Legislator Charles Rubia, who protested
the policy of waiting in line to vote, was arrested
and later lost his seat in a rigged election; Robert
Ouko, Moi’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, threatened
to expose government corruption, and was later
found with a bullet in his head, his body severely
burned. Pro-democracy demonstrations in the early
1990s were put down by paramilitary troops, and
leaders of the opposition were thrown in jail. West-
ern nations responded by demanding that Kenya
hold multi-party elections if they wanted to con-
tinue to receive foreign aid, and in December 1992
Moi won reelection, despite widespread complaints
of bribery and ballot tampering. During this time,
the economy floundered: inflation skyrocketed, the
Kenyan currency was devalued by 50 percent, and
unemployment rose.

In 1995, the various opposition groups united
in an attempt to wrest the presidency from Moi and
formed a political party called Safina. Opposition
efforts have been unsuccessful so far, however. In
July 1997, demonstrators demanding constitu-
tional reforms were teargassed, shot, and beaten,
resulting in eleven deaths.

Despite Moi’s unpopularity and his advanced
age (he was born in 1924), he maintains his grip on
the presidency. Kenya continues to suffer from
tribalism and corruption, as well as high population
growth, unemployment, political instability, and
the AIDS epidemic.

National Identity. Kenyans tend to identify pri-
marily with their tribe or ethnic group, and only
secondarily with the nation as a whole. The Kikuyu,
who were better represented in the independence
movement than other groups, and who continue to
dominate the government, are more likely to
identify themselves as Kenyans.

Ethnic Relations. The Kikuyu are the largest tribe
in the highlands, and tend to dominate the nation’s
politics. Over the centuries, they consolidated their
power by trading portions of their harvests to the
hunter-gatherers for land, as well as through inter-
marriage. This gradual rise to domination was
peaceful and involved a mingling of different ethnic
groups. While the Kikuyu have enjoyed the most
power in the post–independence government, they
were also the hardest–hit by brutal British policies
during the colonial period. The Kikuyu traditionally
had an antagonistic relationship with the Maasai,
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and the two groups often raided each other’s vil-
lages and cattle herds. At the same time, there was a
good deal of intermarriage and cultural borrowing
between the two groups. Relations among various
other ethnic groups are also fraught with tension,
and this has been a major obstacle in creating a
united Kenya. These conflicts are partly a legacy of
colonial rule: the British exaggerated ethnic tensions
and played one group against another to reinforce
their own power. Under British rule, different eth-
nic groups were confined to specific geographic
areas. Ethnic tensions continue to this day, and have
been the cause of violence. In the early 1990s tribal
clashes killed thousands of people and left tens of
thousands homeless. Conflicts flared again in the
late 1990s between the Pokots and the Marakwets,
the Turkanas and the Samburus, and the Maasai
and the Kisii.

Kenya has a fairly large Indian population,
mostly those who came to East Africa in the early
twentieth century to work on the railroad. Many
Indians later became merchants and storeowners.
During colonial times, they occupied a racial neth-
erland: they were treated poorly by the British (al-
though not as poorly as blacks), and resented by the
Africans. Even after independence, this resentment
continued and half of the Indian population left the
country.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

About 70 percent of the population is rural, al-
though this percentage has been decreasing as more
Kenyans migrate to the cities in search of work.
Most of those who live in urban areas live in either
Nairobi or Mombasa. Nairobi was founded at the
beginning of the twentieth century as a stop on the
East African Railway and its population is growing
rapidly. Nairobi is a modern city with a diverse,
international population and a busy, fast-paced life-
style. The city is in close proximity to Nairobi Na-
tional Park, a forty-four square mile preserve in-
habited by wild animals such as giraffes and
leopards. Around the perimeter of the city,
shantytowns of makeshift houses have sprung up
as the population has increased, and the shortage of
adequate housing is a major problem in urban
areas.

Mombasa is the second-largest city; located on
the southern coast, it is the country’s main port. Its
history dates back to the first Arab settlers, and
Mombasa is still home to a large Muslim popula-
tion. Fort Jesus, located in the old part of the city,

dates to the Portuguese settlement of the area in
1593, and today houses a museum. Kisumu, on
Lake Victoria, is the third-largest city and is also an
important port. Two smaller cities of importance
are Nakuru in the Eastern Rift Valley and Eldoret in
western Kenya.

In the cities, most people live in modern apart-
ment buildings. In the countryside, typical housing
styles vary from tribe to tribe. Zaramo houses are
made of grass and rectangular in shape; rundi
houses are beehive-like constructions of reed and
bark; chagga houses are made from sticks; and
nyamwezi are round huts with thatched roofs. Some
rural people have adapted their houses to modern
building materials, using bricks or cement blocks
and corrugated iron or tin for roofs.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Corn (or maize) is the staple
food of Kenyans. It is ground into flour and pre-
pared as a porridge called posho, which is sometimes
mixed with mashed beans, potatoes, and vegetables,
to make a dish called irio. Another popular meal is a
beef stew called ugali. This is eaten from a big pot,
and each diner takes a piece of ugali, which he or she
uses as a spoon to pick up beans and other vegeta-
bles. Boiled greens, called mboga, are a common side
dish. Banana porridge, called matoke, is another
common dish. Meat is expensive, and is rarely
eaten. Herders depend on milk as their primary
food, and fish is popular on the coast and around
Lake Victoria. Mombasa is known for its Indian
foods brought by the numerous immigrants from
the subcontinent, including curries, samosas, and
chapatti, a fried bread. Snacks include corn on the
cob, mandazi (fried dough), potato chips, and pea-
nuts.

Tea mixed with milk and sugar is a common
drink. Palm wine is another popular libation, espe-
cially in Mombasa. Beer is ubiquitous, most of it
produced locally by the Kenyan Breweries. One spe-
cial type of brew, made with honey, is called uki.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. For spe-
cial occasions, it is customary to kill and roast a
goat. Other meats, including sheep and cow, are
also served at celebrations. The special dish is called
nyama choma, which translates as ‘‘burnt meat.’’

Basic Economy. Kenya’s economy has suffered
from inefficiency and government corruption. The
tourist industry has also been harmed by political
violence in the late 1990s. Seventy-five to 80 per-
cent of the workforce is in agriculture. Most of these
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A young Samburu woman wearing traditional ornamentation.

workers are subsistence farmers, whose main crops
are corn, millet, sweet potatoes, and such fruits as
bananas, oranges, and mangoes. The main cash
crops are tea and coffee, which are grown on large
plantations. The international market for these
products tends to fluctuate widely from year to
year, contributing to Kenya’s economic instability.

Many Kenyans work in what is called the jua
kali sector, doing day labor in such fields as me-
chanics, small crafts, and construction. Others are
employed in industry, services, and government,
but the country has an extremely high unemploy-
ment rate, estimated at 50 percent.

Land Tenure and Property. During colonial rule,
Kenyan farmers who worked the British planta-
tions were forced to cultivate the least productive
lands for their own subsistence. After independence,
many of the large colonial land holdings were di-
vided among Kenyans into small farms known as
shambas. The government continues to control a
large part of the economy, although in the late
1990s it began selling off many state farms to pri-
vate owners and corporations.

Commercial Activities. The main goods produced
for sale are agricultural products such as corn,
sweet potatoes, bananas, and citrus fruit. These are

sold in small local markets, as well as in larger
markets in the cities, alongside other commercial
goods and handicrafts. Bargaining is an expected,
and at times lengthy, process in financial interac-
tions.

Major Industries. The main industries are the
small-scale production of consumer goods, such as
plastic, furniture, and textiles; food processing; oil
refining; and cement. Tourism is also important to
Kenya’s economy, due mainly to game reserves and
resorts along the coast, but the industry has been
hurt by recent political instability.

Trade. The primary imports are machinery and
transportation equipment, petroleum products,
iron, and steel. These come from the United King-
dom, the United Arab Emirates, the United States,
Japan, and Germany. Kenya exports tea, coffee,
horticultural products, and petroleum products to
Uganda, the United Kingdom, Tanzania, Egypt, and
Germany.

Division of Labor. Kikuyu are the best represented
ethnic group in jobs of the highest status, followed
by the Luo. Members of these two groups hold most
of the highest positions in government, business,
and education. Many Luo are fishermen and boat-
builders; those who have moved to the cities often
take up work as mechanics and craftsmen, and
dominate Kenyan trade unions. A number of
Maasai and Samburu have taken jobs as park
rangers and safari guides. Along the coast, most
merchants and storekeepers are of Indian or Arab
descent. In farming communities, work is divided
among people of all different ages; children begin
helping at a very young age, and the elderly con-
tinue to work as long as they are physically able.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. There is a great deal of pov-
erty in Kenya. Most of the wealthiest people are
Kikuyu, followed by the Luo. Kenyans of higher
economic and social class tend to have assimilated
more Western culture than those of the lower
classes.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Among herders
such as the Masai, wealth is measured in the num-
ber of cattle one owns. Having many children is also
a sign of wealth. In urban areas, most people dress
in Western-style clothing. While western clothing
does not necessarily indicate high status, expensive
brand-name clothing does. Many women wear a
colorful kanga, a large piece of cloth that can be
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wrapped around the body as a skirt or shawl and
head scarves are also common. Some ethnic groups,
such as the Kikuyu and the Luo, have adopted
Western culture more readily than others, who pre-
fer to retain their distinctive styles of dress and or-
namentation. Women of the northern nomadic
tribes, for example, wear gorfa, a sheepskin or
goatskin dyed red or black and wrapped around the
body, held in place with a leather cord and a rope
belt.

Among some ethnic groups, such as the
Rendille, a woman’s hairstyle indicates her marital
status and whether or not she has children. A man’s
stage of life is revealed by specific headdresses or
jewelry. The Pokot and Maasai wear rows of beaded
necklaces, as do the Turkana women, who wear so
many strands that it elongates their necks. The
above practices are indicators of marital and social
standings within Kenyan society.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Kenya is divided into seven provinces
and one area. The president is both chief of state and
head of the government. He is chosen from among
the members of the National Assembly, and is
elected by popular vote for a five-year term. The
president appoints both a vice-president and a cabi-
net. The legislature is the unicameral National As-
sembly, or Bunge. It consists of 222 members,
twelve appointed by the president and the rest
elected by popular vote.

Leadership and Political Officials. According to
Kenya’s constitution, multiple parties are allowed,
but in fact it is President Moi’s Kenya African Na-
tional Union (KANU) that controls the government.
The main opposition groups (which have little
clout) are the Forum for the Restoration of Democ-
racy-Kenya (FORD–Kenya), the National Develop-
ment Party, the Social Democratic Party, and the
Democratic Party.

Social Problems and Control. Crime (mostly
petty crime) and drug use are rampant in the cities.
Kenya has a common law system similar to that of
Britain. There are also systems of tribal law and
Islamic law, used to settle personal disputes within
an ethnic group or between two Muslims. Citizens
are not granted free legal aid except in capital cases,
and as a result many poor Kenyans are jailed simply
for lack of a legal defense. Kenya has a spotty record
in the area of human rights, and does not allow
independent monitoring of its prison system.

Nairobi, Kenya, is a thriving urban center.

Military Activity. Kenya’s military includes an
army, navy, air force, and the paramilitary General
Service Unit of the Police, which has been used to
put down civilian rebellions and protests. The coun-
try’s military expenditures total 2 percent of the
gross domestic product (GDP). Serving in the mili-
tary is voluntary.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Most social welfare is provided by the family rather
than the government. There are government-run
hospitals and health clinics, as well as adult literacy
programs.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

There are a number of international organizations
that work in Kenya to provide humanitarian aid
and to help with the state of the economy and
health care. These include the World Health Organi-
zation, the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United
States Agency for International Development
(USAID), and others. There are also a number of
human rights organizations, including the Kenya
Antirape Organization, the Legal Advice Center, and
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the Catholic Justice and Peace Commission. Kenya is
a member of the United Nations, the Common-
wealth of Nations, and the Organization of African
Unity.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Among herders,
men are responsible for the care of the animals. In
agricultural communities, both men and women
work in the fields but it is estimated that women do
up to 80 percent of the work in rural areas: in
addition to work in the fields, they take care of the
children, cook, keep a vegetable garden, and fetch
water and are also responsible for taking food to
market to sell. It is common for men to leave their
rural communities and move to the city in search of
paying jobs. While this sometimes brings more in-
come to the family, it also increases the women’s
workload. In urban areas women are more likely to
take jobs outside the home; in fact, 40 percent of the
urban work force is female. For the most part,
women are still confined to lower-paying and lower
status jobs such as food service or secretarial work,
but the city of Kisumu has elected a woman mayor,
and there are several women in Parliament.

The Relative Status of Men and Women. For the
most part, women are treated as second-class citi-
zens in Kenya. Despite the disproportionate amount
of work that women do, men usually control the
money and property in a family. Wife beating is
common, and women have little legal recourse. An-
other women’s issue is clitoridectomy, or female
genital mutilation, which leaves many women in
continual pain and vulnerable to infection. As
women gain access to education, their status in
society is increasing. Women’s groups such as the
National Women’s Council of Kenya have been in-
strumental in pushing for just laws and in teaching
women skills that allow them to earn a living.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Polygamy is traditional, and in the past
it was not uncommon for men to have five or six
wives. The practice is becoming less typical today as
it has been opposed by Christian missionaries, and is
increasingly impractical as few men can afford to
support multiple partners. When a man chooses a
potential wife, he negotiates a bride price of money
or cattle with the woman’s father. The price is gen-
erally higher for a first wife than for subsequent
ones. The wedding ceremony and feast are cele-
brated in the husband’s home.

Domestic Unit. In the traditional living arrange-
ment, a man builds a separate hut for each of his
wives, where she will live with her children, and a
hut for himself. In a family with one wife, the
parents often live together with girls and younger
boys, while the older boys have smaller houses close
by. It is common for several generations to live
together under the same roof. According to tradi-
tion, it is the responsibility of the youngest son to
care for his aging parents. Among the Maasai,
houses are divided into four sections: one section for
the women, one section for the children, one section
for the husband, and one section for cooking and
eating.

Inheritance. According to the tradition, inheri-
tance passes from father to son. This is still the case
today, and there are legal as well as cultural obsta-
cles to women inheriting property.

Kin Groups. Extended families are considered a
single unit; children are often equally close to cous-
ins and siblings, and aunts and uncles are thought
of as fathers and mothers. These large family
groups often live together in small settlements.
Among the Maasai, for example, ten or twelve huts
are built in a circle surrounded by a thornbush
fence. This is known as a kraal.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Mothers usually tie their babies to
their backs with a cloth sling. Girls begin caring for
younger siblings at a very early age, and it is not
uncommon to see a five- or six-year-old girl caring
for a baby.

Child Rearing and Education. Child rearing is
communal: responsibility for the children is shared
among aunts, uncles, grandparents, and other
members of the community. Boys and girls have
fairly separate upbringings. Each is taught the
duties and obligations specific to their sex: girls
learn early how to carry water, cook, and care for
children, while boys are schooled in the ways of
herding or working in the fields. Children are also
grouped into ‘‘age sets’’ with peers born in the same
year. Members of a given age set form a special
bond, and undergo initiation rituals as a group.

Primary school, which children attend from the
age of seven to the age of fourteen, is free. Secon-
dary school for students ages fourteen to eighteen is
prohibitively expensive for most of the population.
Only half of all children complete the first seven
years of schooling, and only one-seventh of these
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Farms in the Great Rift Valley of Kenya. In the 1990s, the government began selling state farms to private enterprises.

continue on to high school. After each of the two
levels, there is a series of national exams which
students must pass in order to continue in their
studies.

Kenya’s education system has been plagued
with widespread accusations of cheating, and there
is a shortage of qualified teachers to educate the
burgeoning population of school-age children. In
addition to government-run schools, churches and
civic groups have established self-help or harambee
schools, with the help of volunteers from the United
States and Europe. These schools now outnumber
government-run secondary schools.

Higher Education. There are eight universities in
Kenya. The largest of these is the University of
Nairobi, the Kenyatta University College is also lo-
cated in the capital. In addition to universities,
Kenya has several technical institutes which train
students in agriculture, teaching, and other profes-
sions. Those who can afford it often send their
children abroad for post-secondary education.

ETIQUETTE

Kenyans are generally friendly and hospitable.
Greetings are an important social interaction, and
often include inquiries about health and family

members. Visitors to a home are usually offered
food or tea, and it is considered impolite to decline.
Elderly people are treated with a great deal of respect
and deference.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The population is 38 percent
Protestant and 28 percent Roman Catholic.
Twenty-six percent are animist, 7 percent are Mus-
lim, and 1 percent follow other religions. Many
people incorporate traditional beliefs into their prac-
tice of Christianity, causing some tension between
Kenyans and Christian churches, particularly on
the issue of polygamy. Religious practices of differ-
ent ethnic groups vary, but one common element is
the belief in a spirit world inhabited by the souls of
ancestors. The Kikuyu and several other groups
worship the god Ngai, who is said to live on top of
Mount Kenya.

Religious Practitioners. In traditional religions,
diviners are believed to have the power to commu-
nicate with the spirit world, and they use their
powers to cure people of diseases or evil spirits.
Diviners are also called upon to help bring rain
during times of drought. Sorcerers and witches are
also believed to have supernatural powers, but un-
like the diviners they use these powers to cause
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harm. It is the job of the diviners to counter their
evil workings.

Rituals and Holy Places. Among the Masai, the
beginning of the rainy season is observed with a
celebration which lasts for several days and includes
singing, dancing, eating, and praying for the health
of their animals. For the ritual dances, the perform-
ers die their hair red, paint black stripes on their
bodies, and don ostrich-feather headdresses. The
Kikuyu mark the start of the planting season with
their own festivities. Their ceremonial dances are
often performed by warriors wearing leopard or
zebra skin robes and carrying spears and shields.
The dancers dye their bodies blue, and paint them in
white patterns.

Initiation ceremonies are important rites of pas-
sage, and they vary from tribe to tribe. Boys and
girls undergo separate rituals, after which they are
considered of marriageable age. Kikuyu boys, for
example, are initiated at the age of eighteen. Their
ears are pierced, their heads shaved, and their faces
marked with white earth. Pokot girls are initiated at
twelve years old, in a ceremony that involves sing-
ing, dancing, and decorating their bodies with
ocher, red clay, and animal fat.

Weddings are important occasions throughout
the country, and are celebrated with up to eight
days of music, dance, and special foods.

Death and the Afterlife. At death, Kenyans believe
that one enters the spirit world, which has great
influence in the world of the living. Many Kenyans
believe in reincarnation, and children are thought
to be the embodiment of the souls of a family’s
ancestors.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

The health care system in Kenya is understaffed and
poorly supplied. The government runs clinics
throughout the country that focus primarily on
preventive medicine. These clinics have had some
success in reducing the rate of sleeping sickness and
malaria through the use of vaccines, but the coun-
try is still plagued with high rates of gastroenteritis,
dysentery, diarrhea, sexually transmitted diseases,
and trachoma. Access to modern health care is rare,
particularly in rural areas, and many people still
depend on traditional cures including herbal medi-
cines and healing rituals.

Kenya has one of the world’s highest birth
rates, and birth control programs have been largely
ineffective. The life expectancy, while higher than in
some other African nations, is still only fifty-four

years. AIDS has been devastating to the country,
and at least five hundred Kenyans die of the disease
each day. President Moi has declared the AIDS epi-
demic a national disaster, but has nonetheless re-
fused to encourage condom use.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

New Year’s Day is celebrated on 1 January, and
Labor Day, 1 May. Other holidays include
Madaraka Day anniversary of self-rule, 1 June; Moi
Day commemorating the president’s installation in
office, on 10 October; Independence Day also called
Jamhuri Day, on 12 December; Kenyatta Day, cele-
brating Jomo Kenyatta as the national hero, on 20
October. Also called Harambee Day, this festival in-
cludes a large parade in the capital and celebrations
throughout the country.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The National Gallery in
Nairobi has a special gallery and studio space set
aside for emerging artists. The University of Nairobi
also supports a national traveling theater company.

Literature. Kenya has a strong oral tradition.
Many folktales concern animals or the intervention
of the spirits in everyday life; others are war stories
detailing soldiers’ bravery. The stories are passed
from generation to generation, often in the form of
songs. Contemporary Kenyan literature draws ex-
tensively from this oral heritage, as well as from
Western literary tradition. Ngugi wa Thiong’o, a
Kikuyu, is Kenya’s most prominent writer. His first
novels, including Weep Not, Child (1964) and Petals
of Blood (1977) were written in English. Though
they were strong messages of social protest, it was
not until he began to write exclusively in Swahili
and Kikuyu that Ngugi became the victim of cen-
sorship. He was jailed for one year, and later exiled
to England. Other contemporary Kenyan writers,
such as Sam Kahiga, Meja Mwangi and Marjorie
Oludhe Macgoye, are less explicitly political in their
work.

Graphic Arts. Kenya is known for its sculpture
and wood-carving, which often has religious signif-
icance. Figures of ancestors are believed to appease
the inhabitants of the spirit world, as are the elabo-
rately carved amulets that Kenyans wear around
their necks. In addition to wood, sculptors also
work in ivory and gold. Contemporary sculptors
often blend traditional styles with more modern
ones.
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Only half of Kenyan children complete the first seven years of schooling.

Artists also create the colorful masks and head-
dresses that are worn during traditional dances, of-
ten fashioned to represent birds or other animals.
Jewelry is another Kenyan art form, and includes
elaborate silver and gold bracelets and various
forms of colorful beadwork.

In some tribes, including the Kikuyu and the
Luhya, women make pottery and elaborately deco-
rated baskets.

Performance Arts. Dancing is an important part
of Kenyan culture. Men and women usually dance

separately. Men perform line dances, some of which
involve competing to see who can jump the highest.
Dance is often an element of religious ceremonies,
such as marriage, child naming, and initiation. Cos-
tume is an important element of many traditional
dances, as are props: dancers often don masks and
carry shields, swords, and other objects.

The music of Kenya is polyrhythmic, incorpo-
rating several different beats simultaneously. The
primary instruments are drums but lutes, wood-
winds, and thumb pianos are also used. Singing
often follows a call-and-response pattern, and
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singers chant rhythms that diverge from those
played on the instruments. Kikuyu music is rela-
tively simple; the main instrument is the gicandi, a
rattle made from a gourd. Other groups, such as the
Luhya, have more complex music and dance tradi-
tions, incorporating a variety of instruments.

In the cities, benga, a fusion of Western and
Kenyan music, is popular. Benga was originated by
the Luo in the 1950s, and incorporates two tradi-
tional instruments, the nyatiti, a small stringed in-
strument, and the orutu, a one-string fiddle, as well
as the electric guitar. Taarab music, which is popu-
lar along the coast, shows both Arabic and Indian
influence. It is sung by women, with drums, acous-
tic guitar, a small organ, and sometimes a string
section accompanying the singers.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Kenya has few facilities for the study of physical
sciences. The National Museum in Nairobi has col-
lections of historical and cultural artifacts and the
museum at Fort Jesus in Mombasa is dedicated to
archeology and history.

Much of what scientific activity there is in
Kenya revolves around conservation. There are a
number of National Parks where the animals are
protected, and scientists come from around the
world to study the nation’s rich and diverse wildlife.
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CULTURE NAME

I-Kiribati or kaini Kiribati. ‘‘Kiribati’’ is a translitera-
tion of ‘‘Gilberts,’’ the British colonial name for part
of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands Colony.

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

The Kiribati name for the Gilbert Islands is Tungaru,
and the archipelago’s inhabitants sometimes refer
to themselves as I-Tungaru. Island of origin is an
important aspect of identification that predates
colonialism, and I-Kiribati differentiate themselves
by birthplace.

ORIENTATION

Identification. Kiribati is located at the interface of
the Micronesian and Polynesian cultural areas and
is generally considered Micronesian. The over-
whelming majority of the population is I-Kiribati,
with very small minorities (less than 2 percent) of
Tuvaluans and I-Matang (Westerners).

Location and Geography. The country consists of
33 islands in three primary groups—the western
Tungaru chain (sixteen islands), the Phoenix Islands
(eight islands), and the Line Islands (eight of the ten
islands in the chain)—plus Banaba (Ocean Island) at
the western edge of the nation. Ocean-rich and
land-poor, these equatorial islands are scattered
over millions of square kilometers of the central
Pacific Ocean, with a total land area of about 284
square miles (736 square kilometers). Kiritimati
(Christmas Island) in the northern Line Islands ac-
counts for about 48 percent of this land area.
Banaba is a raised limestone island, but the other
islands are all coral atolls, and most have lagoons.
These atolls rise less than thirteen feet (four meters)
above sea level, raising concerns over rising sea lev-
els as a result of global warming. The thin alkaline
soils are extremely infertile, and there is no fresh
surface water. Mean daily temperatures vary only

slightly, averaging approximately 83 degrees Fahr-
enheit (28 degrees Celsius). The north of the
Tungaru chain is wetter, more verdant, and less
prone to drought than the south.

Demography. Banaba and the sixteen most west-
erly islands have been inhabited for over three thou-
sand years by ancestors of the contemporary
I-Kiribati. The Phoenix Islands and Line Islands were
not permanently inhabited before the twentieth
century. Twenty of the islands are permanently
settled. The majority of the population (92 percent)
lives in the Tungaru chain, with over one-third liv-
ing on urban South Tarawa.

The population reached 84,000 in 1998, and is
growing at a rate of 1.4–1.8 percent per year. Popu-
lation has been growing rapidly since the early
1900s, and overpopulation is a serious concern of
the government. While family-planning methods
were introduced in 1968 and are delivered free, fer-
tility remains moderately high and large families
are culturally valued. Despite government efforts to
maintain and improve life on the outer islands,
there has been substantial migration to the capital
on South Tarawa. There are several thousand
I-Kiribati in other countries, most serving as tempo-
rary workers. There is a small migrant community
of I-Kiribati in Vanuatu. Most Banabans were
resettled on Rabi Island in Fiji, and became Fijian
citizens in 1970. However, they retain ownership of
land on Banaba and rights of residence and repre-
sentation in Kiribati.

Linguistic Affiliation. The I-Kiribati language,
sometimes referred to as Gilbertese, is a Micronesian
language in the Austronesian family and is spoken
in a relatively uniform manner throughout the is-
lands. While the language shows considerable bor-
rowing from Polynesia, it is distinct from the lan-
guage of neighboring Tuvalu and the Marshall
Islands. English is the official language and is taught
in primary and secondary schools. Many adults on
the outer islands speak little English.
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Symbolism. Symbols of nationalism are linked
centrally to independence. The primary symbol of
the republic is the flag, which depicts a frigate bird
over an ocean sunrise. Seventeen rays of sunlight
represent the sixteen Tungaru islands and Banaba,
and three waves represent the Tungaru, Phoenix,
and Line island groups. On the flag is the motto te
mauri te raoi ao te tabomoa (‘‘Good Health, Peace,
and Honor’’). The national anthem is Teirake kaini
Kiribati (Stand Up, I-Kiribati).

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. In 1892, the Gilbert
Islands became a protectorate of Great Britain and
were joined with the Ellice Islands protectorate in
1916 to form the Gilbert and Ellice Islands Colony.
In that year, Banaba, Fanning Island (Tabuaeran),
Washington Island (Teraina), and the Union Islands
(Tokelau) became part of the colony, as did
Kiritimati in 1919 and most of the Phoenix Islands
in 1937.

Despite a centralized colonial government, a
schism developed over time between the culturally
and linguistically different Gilbert and Ellice
Islanders concerning jobs and other political issues.

This ultimately resulted in the separation of the
Ellice Islands to become Tuvalu in 1978. In contrast
to Kiribati, Tuvalu opted for membership in the
British Commonwealth. In July 1979, the Gilberts,
Banaba, and the Phoenix and Line Islands became
the independent Republic of Kiribati.

Several islands in northern and central Kiribati
were occupied by the Japanese in World War II, and
the Battle of Tarawa in November 1943 was one of
the bloodiest of that war. However, there was little
ongoing impact from the Japanese occupation.

National Identity. Precolonially, the people of the
Tungaru islands formed small, shifting political
units, and there was no unified economic or political
system or cultural identity. A single national iden-
tity emerged only after World War II as a result of
colonial policies intended to move the area toward
political independence.

Differences between the northern, central, and
southern islands of Tungaru, especially in terms of
social and political organization, traditions, and
group characteristics, are clearly identified by
I-Kiribati and underlie national politics. Tradition-
ally, the north had a more complex social organiza-
tion with a kingship and chiefly classes compared
with the more egalitarian social structure of the
south. Currently the north and central islands are
seen as more progressive than the south, which is
more politically and socially conservative.

Ethnic Relations. I-Kiribati can be considered cul-
turally and ethnically homogeneous, with a shared
genetic history, cultural traditions, values, histori-
cal experience, and language. I-Kiribati distinguish
themselves from neighboring island groups and see
the greatest conceptual divide between themselves
and I-Matang (‘‘Westerners’’). The culture and lan-
guage of Banaba are basically I-Kiribati. The pri-
mary issue in Banaban independence movements
has been the distribution of phosphate revenues, not
cultural differences.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Rural houses usually are built of traditional materi-
als and are open-sided rectangular structures with
thatched roofs and raised floors. In towns, more
houses are built with imported materials such as
concrete block and corrugated iron. The most sym-
bolically important structure is the rectangular,
open-sided maneaba (meeting house), which may be
owned by a family, church community, or village.
The maneaba functions as a central place for formal
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A man wearing traditional dress for a ceremony in Kiribati.

and informal group activities. Maneaba built with
modern materials follow the traditional prescrip-
tions of style, aspect, and orientation. The floor is
composed of unmarked but known sitting places
termed boti arranged around the perimeter, with
one belonging to each family represented in the
maneaba; this is the place from which a representa-
tive (usually the oldest male) of each family partici-
pates in community discussions and decision mak-
ing. Churches are architecturally European and
often are the largest structures in a village.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Fish and marine resources are a
primary food source, as the ecological nature of
atolls mean that only the most hardy plants can
grow there. Local crops include coconut, giant
swamp taro, breadfruit, pandanus, and a native fig.
Coconut is central to the diet and is especially valued
for the sweet, vitamin-rich toddy (sap) cut from the
flower spathe. Toddy is used as a children’s drink or
as a base for syrup. It can also be soured into
vinegar and fermented into an alcoholic drink.
Drunkenness is a widespread problem that is dealt
with on some islands by the prohibition of alcohol.
Imported goods, especially rice, but also flour,

canned butter, and canned fish and meat, are be-
coming increasingly important in the daily diet.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. The dis-
play and eating of prestige foods is central to all
celebrations and banquets. Although imported
goods are increasingly available, local foods are
more important in feasting, such as crayfish, giant
clam, pig, chicken, and giant swamp taro. The most
symbolically valued crop is giant swamp taro,
which is grown in pits dug into the water lens
under each atoll.

Basic Economy. Around 80 percent of the popula-
tion engages in subsistence agriculture and fishing.
The cash economy is limited largely to South
Tarawa, where the private sector of the economy is
very small and there are few manufacturing enter-
prises. Independence in 1979 coincided with the end
of phosphate mining on Banaba, which in 1978 had
accounted for 88 percent of the nation’s export
earnings. The cash economy has now shifted to
dependence on remittances from I-Kiribati em-
ployed in phosphate mining on Nauru or working
as seamen on foreign-owned merchant ships, as
well as foreign aid. Accounting for some 60 percent
of the gross domestic product in 1995, aid is re-
ceived mainly from Japan, Australia, New Zealand,
South Korea, and the European Union. The govern-
ment has determined that there is potential for the
development of tourism. However, economic devel-
opment is constrained by a shortage of skilled
workers, weak infrastructure, and geographic re-
moteness.

Land Tenure and Property. Access to and owner-
ship of land underlie and cement social relations. A
vital unit in I-Kiribati society, the utu includes all
those people who are linked as kin and share com-
mon ownership of land plots. Everyone on an island
belongs to several utu; people may inherit the land
rights for each utu from either parent. The kainga,
or family estate, sits at the heart of each utu, and
those who live on the particular kainga of one of
their utu have the greatest say in utu affairs and the
largest share of produce from the land in that utu.
The colonial government attempted to reorganize
the land tenure system to encourage the codification
of individual land holdings, in part to reduce land
disputes. As a result, land transfers are now regis-
tered.

Commercial Activities. Marine resources have
emerged as the most important natural resource for
Kiribati, particularly the licensing of foreign fishing
vessels to fish in the two hundred nautical miles of
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the exclusive economic zone in the waters sur-
rounding the islands. Efforts to develop a competi-
tive local fishing company have been less successful
but large stocks of tuna fish remain in Kiribati
waters. Copra, fish, and farmed seaweed are major
exports.

Trade. The primary imports are food, manufac-
tured goods, vehicles, fuel, and machinery. Most
consumer goods are imported from Australia, and
the Australian dollar is the unit of currency.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Generally, postcolonial
Kiribati can be considered a relatively classless soci-
ety. A new social class of young leaders is emerging,
however, threatening the village-based traditional
authority of elders. There are also growing income
disparities, and access to higher education is emerg-
ing as a key differentiating factor.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The boti, or clan, system, which ac-
cording to oral tradition was imported from Samoa
around 1400 C.E., remained the central focus of
social and political life in Tungaru until around
1870. By the time of the establishment of the British
protectorate in 1892, the traditional boti system
had largely been eradicated, replaced judicially and
administratively by a central government station
on each island. Another major change came when
the colonial administration completely reorganized
the land tenure system before the 1930s, taking
households that had been dispersed as hamlets in
the bush and lining them up in villages along a
central thoroughfare. At that time, control over
village and family activities started to move to the
heads of families. In 1963, the British colonial gov-
ernment abolished the kingship (uea) system that
was part of the traditional political structure of the
northern islands. The council of elders (unimane)
that historically included all the male senior family
heads is now responsible for overseeing village and
island affairs. Local government consists of statu-
tory island councils with elected members and lim-
ited administrative and financial powers and gov-
ernment-appointed administrators.

The government consists of a Maneaba ni
Maungatabu, or parliament, which is unicameral.
The Beretitenti, or president, is elected by popular
vote every four years and is both head of govern-
ment and chief of state. There is no tradition of
formal political parties, although there are loosely

structured political parties. There is universal
suffrage at age 18.

Leadership and Political Officials. The council
of elders in each community continues to be an
effective local political force. The village household
is the most important unit, and within it the most
important person is the oldest male.

Social Problems and Control. The judicial branch
of the government includes a court of appeals and a
high court, as well as a magistrate’s court on each
inhabited island. The jurisdiction of the magistrates’
courts is unlimited in land matters but limited in
criminal and civil cases. There are small police forces
on all the islands. Emerging substantial problems
include embezzlement (often connected with the
practice of bubuti, or requests by kin that cannot be
refused), robbery, sexual coercion, and child and do-
mestic abuse, often linked to alcohol use.

Military Activity. There is no standing army.
Kiribati has shown some assertiveness in its foreign
relations, for example, in the 1986 fishing rights
treaty that was negotiated with the Soviet Union
despite strong opposition from the United States.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Nongovernmental organizations (NGO) include the
Catholic and Protestant women’s organizations and
the Scouting Association and Guiding Association.
An NGO of traditional healers was recently formed.
Australian, British, Japanese, and American volun-
teer organizations are active in Kiribati.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Labor is divided by
gender, with men fishing and collecting toddy and
doing heavy construction tasks, while women han-
dle child care and cook and keep house; both genders
cultivate crops. While women may fish and often
collect shellfish in the lagoon, only men may collect
toddy. There is a clear status ranking in each house-
hold, which is usually headed by the oldest male
unless he is too elderly to be active. The control of
domestic activities lies with a senior married
woman.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. While
Kiribati society is currently egalitarian, democratic,
and respectful of human rights, in the traditional
culture women occupy a subordinate role. Job op-
portunities for women are limited, and there is no
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A new home in transit on the back of a truck in Tarawa. Rural houses are built with traditional materials while imported
materials are used for homes in towns.

law against gender discrimination. Few women
have served in key governmental or political posi-
tions. Women have started to play a more promi-
nent role through women’s associations and they
now occasionally speak in the maneaba.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Although historically polygamy was
practiced, the marriage system is now monoga-
mous. Arranged marriages remain common, espe-
cially in rural areas. ‘‘Love matches’’ and elope-
ments have become more common and are tolerated
by most families. Virginity tests of the bride remain
valued despite criticism by churches. Marriage is
almost universal, and divorce is unpopular and un-
common.

Domestic Unit. The household is commonly based
on a single nuclear family and may include aging
parents and adoptive kin. Patrilocal residence re-
mains common in rural areas, with married
women moving to live on the husband’s kainga.

Kin Groups. The main kinship units are mwenga
(‘‘household’’), utu (‘‘related family’’), and kainga.
Membership in mwenga is determined by residence,
in utu by kin relations, and in kainga by common

property holding and descent from a common an-
cestor. Inheritance of property and kinship are
traced through both the mother’s and the father’s
families. Adoption is widely practiced, especially be-
tween close kin.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. In this pro-natal society, infants are
showered with attention and care by both parents
and by the extended family. In the first few
months after a birth, the mother stays in the house
with the baby, and breast-feeding on demand is
standard until at least six months of age. Kiribati
has one of the highest infant death rates in the
world as a result of diarrheal disease and respiratory
infection.

Child Rearing and Education. After infancy, care
by siblings, especially sisters, is very common, even
by siblings as young as eight years. Children are
indulged until they are about four years old, after
which they become subject to strict parental and kin
authority reinforced by corporal punishment. Cry-
ing and emotional outbreaks are not tolerated, and a
good child is obedient, helpful, and respectful. By
age eight or nine, children are expected to start help-
ing around the house.
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Beach houses in Tarawa, Kiribati, consist of thatched roofs and native wood.

Schooling is compulsory for children from age
six. Approximately 20 percent of primary students
go on to receive secondary education. Education is
highly valued by parents as a means of increasing
their children’s wage-earning abilities.

Higher Education. Higher education is expanding
and increasingly valued. Kiribati participates with
eleven other Pacific Island countries in funding the
University of the South Pacific with its main cam-
pus in Suva, Fiji. Technical education is available in
South Tarawa at the Teacher’s Training College,
Tarawa Technical Institute, and the Marine Train-
ing Centre.

ETIQUETTE

The most important aspect of etiquette for locals
and guests involves behavior in the maneaba,
where there are appropriate places and ways to
sit and interact. In all aspects of life, humility
and humbleness are admired. Direct eye contact
is uncommon, and it is inappropriate to look
directly at one of higher status or cut between
the gaze of talking individuals. Touching of
heads is considered extremely intimate, and the
top of the head is a taboo area. Modest dress is
important for women, and cleanliness of the
body and clothing is valued.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. According to I-Kiribati myth-
ology, the giant spider Nareau was the creator, fol-
lowed by spirits (anti), half spirits, half humans,
and finally humans. The anti were the most impor-
tant figures in I-Kiribati worship before Christian
missionaries arrived, and they remain respected in
everyday life.

Conversion activity began in 1852 with the ar-
rival of Protestant missionaries. There was a rivalry
between the Catholic and Protestant missions, re-
sulting in deep-seated animosities that remain as an
undercurrent in national and island politics. Just
over half of all I-Kiribati are Catholic, almost half
are Protestant, and the remainder are Seventh-Day
Adventist, Baha’i, and members of the Church of
God and the Church of Latter-Day Saints.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Life expectancy is low, and the most common
causes of adult death are infectious diseases, includ-
ing tuberculosis. Liver cancer is a common cause of
male death, exacerbated by widespread infection
with hepatitis B and heavy alcohol use. There have
been several cases of AIDS. Traffic-related accidents
are increasing.
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While a new central hospital was completed in
Tarawa in 1992 and the Ministry of Health and
Family Planning provides free medical care in most
villages, medical supplies and services are not al-
ways available. A pluralistic system of traditional
herbal and massage treatments is maintained
alongside biomedical services, and many women
give birth at home. Healing traditions are passed on
as special knowledge within families.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The most important holiday is the annual celebra-
tion of independence on 12 July, which includes
sports competitions, parades, and feasts. Other na-
tional holidays include New Year’s Day, Easter,
Christmas, and Youth Day (4 August).
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CULTURE NAME

North Korean

ALTERNATIVE NAME

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

ORIENTATION

Identification. The Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea, usually known as North Korea, is a state
that occupies the northern half of the Korean penin-
sula. North Korea is a new state, founded in 1948 as
a result of the postcolonial settlement handed down
by the United States and the Soviet Union (USSR).
The United States and the USSR replaced the Japa-
nese in 1945 and divided the peninsula into the
American south and the Soviet north. For much of
its short history, North Korea was regarded as a
Soviet satellite state. With the fall of the Soviet
Union in 1991, however, North Korea’s unique so-
cialism has stood out in the post-Cold War world.

Little is known about North Korea in the United
States, or in the world for that matter; except for
the rare but striking news story about its interna-
tional terrorism, the nuclear arms threat, and the
devastating famine of recent years, nothing sub-
stantial is known about North Korea. This is due to
the nation’s strict closed-country policy: not many
outsiders have visited there and not many North
Koreans have traveled to the outside world.

Widely regarded as one of the few Stalinist
regimes persisting into the post-Cold War era,
North Korea—along with its culture, history, and
society, and the daily lives of its residents—is hid-
den behind iron curtains. So little is known about
North Korea that the country is often demonized in
the Western media. This is in a stark contrast to
South Korea, from which millions have emigrated
to the United States, forming a substantial Korean
American population. South Korea and North Korea
share a half-century history of confrontation and

antagonism, often involving bloodshed, as mani-
fested in the Korean War of 1950-1953. Neverthe-
less, South and North Korea stem from one nation.

Location and Geography. North Korea shares
borders with China and Russia to the north and the
military demarcation line with South Korea in the
south. The total area measures 46,540 square miles
(120,540 square kilometers), with land boundaries
of 1,037 miles (1,673 kilometers), and a coastline of
1,547 miles (2,495 kilometers). It is divided into 14
percent arable land, 2 percent permanent cropland,
and 61 percent forest- and woodland. The country’s
terrain is mostly covered with hills and mountains.
The highest point is Mount Paektu, which rises to
9,003 feet (2,744 meters).

North Korea’s capital is P’yongyang. At the
founding of North Korea in 1948, it was the only
city located in the northern half of the peninsula
that had a notable historical heritage going back to
the premodern era. Kaesong, which once was an
ancient capital of the Koryo kingdom (935–1392),
located in the middle of the peninsula, became incor-
porated into North Korean territory only after the
1953 truce agreement that ended the Korean War.
Kaesong, P’yongyang, and Namp’o, a new indus-
trial city, are special cities with independent juridical
authorities. The rest of the country is divided into
nine provinces.

Demography. As of July 1998, North Korea’s pop-
ulation was 21,234,387, with a sex ratio from birth
to the age 15 of 1.05 males per female; 15–64 years,
0.96 males per female; and 65 years and over, 0.44
males per female. The infant mortality rate stood at
87.83 deaths per thousand live births. The life ex-
pectancy was 48.88 years for males and 53.88
years for females. The total fertility rate measured
1.6 children born per woman, although the popula-
tion growth rate was �0.03 percent, likely because
of the high infant mortality rate. The population is
more or less homogeneously Korean, with a small
Chinese community in the north and a few hundred
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Japanese who are mainly wives of the Korean and
repatriated with their husbands after the war.

Linguistic Affiliation. Technically, North Korea
uses the same Korean language as the one spoken in
South Korea. The cultural and sociopolitical division
of more than half a century, however, pushed the
languages in the peninsula far apart, if not in
syntax, at least in semantics. When North Korea
faced the task of building a new national culture, it
faced a serious problem of illiteracy. For example,
over 90 percent of women in northern Korea in 1945
were illiterate; they in turn made up 65 percent of
the total illiterate population. In order to overcome
illiteracy, North Korea adopted the all-Korean script,
eliminating the use of Chinese characters.

Traditionally, the Korean language operated on
a dual system: in premodern Korea, oral language
was indigenous Korean, but the script was classical
Chinese. The syntax of the Chinese and Korean lan-

guages are distinct and for those who did not have
access to formal education, the world of writing
was remote and unknowable. In 1444, under the
initiative of King Sejong of Yi dynasty Korea, court
scholars invented a Korean script named
hunminjongum (‘‘the correct sound to be taught the
commoners’’). The original set consisted of seven-
teen consonants and eleven vowels. The script rep-
resented the phonetic sounds of Korean; using the
script, therefore, one could write the language that
people actually spoke. The advantage of using this
script instead of the classical Chinese was obvious:
the former corresponded to the oral utterance of
Korean, helping those in lower strata and women
express themselves in writing; the latter, consisting
of thousands of ideographs which expressed mean-
ing, was monopolized by the highly–ranked in the
social strata. For example, the bureaucrats’ qualifi-
cation examinations and court documentation were
all in classical Chinese, while popular stories were
written in Korean script.

With more reforms over many centuries, the
Korean of the late nineteenth century had developed
more vowels and consonants. North Korea inherited
this modern form of Korean vernacular script con-
sisting of nineteen consonants and twenty-one
vowels. The abolition of the use of Chinese charac-
ters from all public printing and writing helped
achieved nationwide literacy at a remarkable speed.
By 1979, the United States government estimated
that North Korea had a 90 percent literacy rate. At
the end of the twentieth century, it was estimated
that 99 percent of North Korea’s population could
read and write Korean sufficiently.

Symbolism. The national symbols, such as the na-
tional emblem and flag, were all created in 1948 or
thereafter. The North Korean flag consists of three
colors: red, blue, and white. The top and bottom
edges of the flag are thin blue stripes, paralleled by
thinner white stripes, leaving the large middle field
red. Toward the left, there is a white disk with a red
five-pointed star. There is a national anthem, the
Aegukka (‘‘the song of patriotism’’), but due to the
worship of the longtime national leader, songs that
praise Kim Il Sung have more or less replaced the
anthem. With the rise of Kim Il Sung’s son, Kim
Jong Il, to public office, two songs, each praising
Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il, began to be sung in
public meetings.

North Koreans are strongly loyal to Kim Il
Sung’s family, and often refer to North Korea as
‘‘one big revolutionary family’’ with Kim Il Sung as
household head. With Kim Il Sung’s death in July
1994, his son Kim Jong Il is widely seen as the
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successor, although he has not yet assumed the
presidency. On public occasions, every individual in
North Korea wears a Kim Il Sung badge on the upper
left side of the chest as a proof of loyalty; this
practice continues even after Kim Il Sung’s death.
The type of badge one wears reflects one’s status. It
is almost impossible to see a North Korean not
wearing a Kim Il Sung badge. The badge has become
an important national symbol.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. Korea’s unified history
dates at least from the kingdom of Silla (c.670–
935), which unified the peninsula in the seventh
century C.E. The Buddhist-influenced kingdom of
Koryo (935–1392) followed. (The English name
‘‘Korea’’ comes from ‘‘Koryo.’’) The Yi dynasty
(1392–1910) adopted Neo-Confucianism as the
state ideology and established a vassal-tributary re-
lationship with China. For centuries, China never
directly interfered with the internal affairs of the
dynasty. It was Japan that came to rule the Koreans
directly, when that country subordinated the Yi
royal family in the colonial annexation of 1910.

The end of Japanese rule following World War
II (1939–1945) marked the beginning of a peculiar
era for Korean history that continues today. In
1945, upon the surrender of the Japanese armed
forces, Korea was partitioned into northern and
southern halves along the 38th parallel, governed
respectively by the Soviet Union and the United
States. The Soviets endorsed a group of former
guerrilla fighters as national leaders. This included a
thirty-two-year-old legendary anti-Japanese guer-
rilla fighter, Kim Il Sung. Kim Il Sung’s advantage
over other patriots was that he was never appre-
hended by the Japanese colonial authorities; the
consistency of his track record authenticated his
quality as a national leader.

The North Korean state was founded on Sep-
tember 9, 1948, three years after the nation was
divided into north and south, and approximately
three weeks after the South Korean state was estab-
lished with the sponsorship of the United Nations
and the United States. But the preparation for North
Korean state-building had already begun in 1945.
With Soviet support, the northern leaders had car-
ried out socioeconomic reforms including free dis-
tribution of land to the farmers, a gender equality
law, and public ownership of key industries.

National Identity. A national identity as such was
not born automatically with the emergence of the
North Korean state. The northern leaders held the

A farmer assesses crop damage caused by flooding in North
Korea. Severe food shortages have occurred in recent years.

official view that the establishment of the North
Korean state was an interim measure, with the ulti-
mate goal being the unification of the entire penin-
sula in a single Korean national state. Kim Il Sung
was not considered the national leader from the
outset, either. He and his faction of the ruling
Workers’ Party of Korea (originally named the
Communist Party of Korea) systematically elimi-
nated rival factions and individuals over several dec-
ades. Kim Il Sung’s ascendancy to absolute leader-
ship started during the Korean War with the
elimination of Pak Hon-yong, who headed the
South Korean Workers’ Party. After the war, Kim
took leadership in close connection to North Korea
in its sociopolitical form from traditional Korean
culture, enabling it to start anew. North Korean
national identity is indissolubly connected with loy-
alty to Kim and North Korean-style socialism.

Despite the heavy Soviet influence, Northern
Korea was driven by patriotic and nationalist zeal
and anti-Japanese sentiment, rather than by an ide-
ological commitment to socialism and commu-
nism.

In contrast to the south, where Korea’s high
society had been traditionally located, the north had
no notable political and cultural center except for
P’yongyang, which was an obvious choice for the
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capital. With this lack of centralized political power
and cultural tradition, North Korea was able to start
largely from scratch. This proved useful for con-
structing a brand-new North Korean cultural iden-
tity, stemming from the Soviet cultural current but
distinctly North Korean at the same time.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Except for a total of perhaps ten cities, vast areas of
North Korea are rural—or even untouched. These
are areas that are not just underdeveloped, but un-
developed. For example, in 1985 a mining town in
the northeastern part of North Korea had houses
with no running water, no electric or fuel heating
system, no lavatories or bath, no washbasin, no
kitchen, and almost no furnishings. The residents
used communal facilities and lived in tiny two-
room houses heated by coal. Houses were equipped
with electricity for lights, but its use was strictly
controlled.

Located throughout North Korea—in towns
such as the above, in the remotest of the villages,
and in the capital P’yongyang, are the ubiquitous
slogans praising Kim Il Sung’s leadership and mobi-
lizing the citizens to the revolutionary struggle and
the socialist cause. The capital’s landscape is also
marked by austere buildings, vast streets with
almost no cars, children and pedestrians in orderly
lines, no trace of trash—almost clinically beautiful,
but somewhat lifeless. Behind the formal facades,
though, the back streets are very different. There are
muddy streets and alleyways, chaotic residential
quarters, and the normal confusion and noise of
everyday life.

P’yongyang is marked by a planned cityscape,
clustered around Kim Il Sung-related monuments
such as the 20-foot-high gold statue of Kim that
looks down on the city. The capital is located on
the Taedong, an extremely beautiful river with
small islands and a riverbank covered with swing-
ing willows and nicely kept flowerbeds. Every-
thing in the center of the capital is carefully de-
signed and built, including the People’s Study Hall,
Children’s Palace, Mansudae Art Hall, P’yongyang
Grand Theatre, the Parisien style arch, and re-
cently built international hotels and restaurants.
During the 1960s and 1970s, the peak of
P’yongyang’s reconstruction after the Korean
War, the basic austere style and layout of the city
was established. Some buildings, such as the Ko-
rean Revolutionary Museum and Kim Il Sung
University, bear the features of European modern-

ist architecture. These are mixed with the more
tradition-inspired architecture of the 1980s, in-
cluding the People’s Study Hall and the city gate.

A majority of P’yongyang’s residents live in
apartments. Individual houses with their own
electricity and heating systems are reserved for
high-ranking party members and army officers.
In the late 1990s, individual dwellings became
popular among postwar repatriates from Japan,
who, through financial support from their fami-
lies remaining in Japan, are able to purchase
houses. The majority of North Korean citizens do
not own a car.

Apart from the capital and a very few cities that
are comparable to it, the national landscape is di-
vided into semi-urban, undeveloped, and agricul-
tural areas. As visitors are not allowed, not much is
known about the agricultural areas.

North Korean nature reserves can be extremely
beautiful. National resorts such as Mount
Myohyang and Mount Kumgang are magical in
their charm and grandiose beauty. Here too one
finds the revolutionary slogans, such as ‘‘Long Live
the Great Leader Kim Il Sung!’’ One can see these
slogans not only on panels that can be removed if
necessary, but also carved on the rocky walls of
mountains, filled with permanent red paint.

North Korea has constructed a revolutionary
pilgrimage route, marking important locations
connected to Kim Il Sung’s anti-Japanese resistance.
These include the Mount Paektu and the forest sur-
rounding it, Hyesan city in the central north and its
vicinity, and other areas mainly concentrated on the
Chinese border. Another pilgrimage site is Kim Il
Sung’s birthplace in Man’gyongdae, near
P’yongyang, where the cottage where he grew up is
preserved.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. White rice and meat soup was
once a symbol of good food in the North Korean
rhetoric. It is not certain whether the population
still eats white (steamed) rice due to the severe food
shortage that became clear only in recent years. The
visitors from overseas are normally given abundant
food to eat, including meat, vegetables, dairy prod-
ucts, and fruits. However, ordinary citizens do not
eat such a variety of food. Also, the North Korean
diet does not include spicy food using chili and
garlic, traditional in the Korean diet: There is no
kimchee as found elsewhere. Another point to stress
is that they do not seem to have candies or sweets
for children: sugar is in short supply and regarded
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A group of North Korean girls walk to school. Education in North Korea is geared toward furthering the influence of
state socialism.

as a highly luxurious ingredient. Only when one
visits the ranking officers’ stores where one can use
foreign currency is there a poor variety of sugary
sweets. Basic food is rationed, while one can buy
canned meat or a small amount of vegetables either
from a store or farmers’ market.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. All the
food is state regulated, and this precludes obtaining
any special food. For state-sponsored banquets, food
is supplied abundantly, accompanied with nearly
endless supply of wines and liqueurs. However, for
ordinary people’s ceremonies, such as the sixtieth
birthday that is traditionally celebrated as a com-
memoration of longevity, it would not be the case.

Basic Economy. The Korean War (1950–1953)
and the almost total destruction of the northern
infrastructure by the allied bombing that flattened
P’yongyang and napalmed the civilians paved the
way for North Korea to emerge as a new, fresh, and
truly heroic nation of Koreans. This was, according
to North Korean officials, in contrast to South Ko-
rea, which was labeled a U.S. puppet regime. The
destruction of economy was thorough, while the
war casualties reached a phenomenal number and
millions fled to the south as refugees. With Soviet

and Chinese aid, reconstruction began immediately
after the war. In the process of reconstructing the
economy, the North Korean government collec-
tivized agriculture, reinforced state and public own-
ership of heavy and light industries, and nationally
unified education and the arts and sciences. By
1960, North Korea had a typical Soviet-style so-
cialist economy and the party’s hegemony had been
consolidated.

In this process, a new form of leader-subject
relations emerged, referred to in Korean as
hyonjichido—on-the-spot teaching or guiding. Film
footage and photographs from the post-Korean
War economic reconstruction period show numer-
ous scenes of Kim Il Sung visiting steel mills and
factories. In the 1950s and 1960s, Kim visited the
workplaces nationwide, encouraging people to par-
ticipate more vigorously in production. Kim’s pres-
ence carried weight and the people were impressed
that the country’s top man had visited their home-
town; the visits boosted morale and enhanced na-
tional pride. As a result, the North Korean economy
recovered at a remarkable speed.

Following the three-year post-Korean War re-
construction, the North Korean government
launched a five-year economic plan in 1956. Two
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years later, the socialist reform of production was
declared complete and agriculture and industry be-
came publicly owned and managed. Some key in-
dustries were placed under state ownership. In
1961, another economic plan was initiated; in No-
vember 1970, the party’s Fifth Congress declared
North Korea to be a socialist industrial state. These
were the high times for the North Korean economy,
and in April 1974, North Korea abolished all taxes.
Until about 1976, North Korea’s per capita gross
national product (GNP) was higher than the equiva-
lent figure in South Korea.

In December 1972, the North Korean Supreme
People’s Congress established the North Korean so-
cialist constitution. The same session elected Kim Il
Sung president of North Korea for the first time; he
was reelected in 1977 and 1982, and remained pres-
ident until his death in 1994.

The famine of the late 1990s, caused by floods
and other natural calamities, revealed the short-
comings of the North Korean economy. The world
had known for some time that North Korea’s
economy lagged far behind South Korea’s, but the
news of the famine was alarming to the West.
Following massive floods in 1995 and 1996, a dry
summer accompanied by typhoon damage in
1997 devastated North Korean agriculture. In
1997, the per capita daily grain ration fell from
24.5 ounces (700 grams) to 3.5 ounces (100
grams). The ration distribution also became inter-
mittent. Because of the increasing deaths by star-
vation and undernourishment, funerals were al-
lowed only in small scale and in the evening, and
were attended only by the immediate family. As
poverty increased and the lack of food intensified,
there were reports that crimes related to the situa-
tion were on the increase—from petty theft to
organized gang robbery, often involving murder.
North Korea began relying heavily on foreign aid
from South Korea, Japan, the United States, and
other Western nations. Since the beginning of
1999, North Korean publication has placed more
emphasis on economy than on military affairs. It
was scheduled to receive 100,000 tons of rice
from Japan as of March 1999 as a result of the
newly activated contact between the North Korean
and Japanese governments. This and other aids
from foreign governments is contributing to
North Korea’s slow recovery from a serious food
shortage.

Land Tenure and Property. All land is state-
owned or owned collectively, in the case of agricul-
tural farms. Individuals do own movable goods
such as furniture. All the houses are de jure state-

provided; although it is said to be possible to buy off
good housing, that would be through a personal
connection rather than buying the property itself.
Material goods are scarce in North Korea and gener-
ally people do not have opportunities to be exposed
to expensive commodities. This works to suppress
any desire to own something.

Commercial Activities. There are stores and even
department stores in the big cities if one wishes to
buy anything. However, basic goods are provided
by the state either through ration or as a ‘‘gift’’
from the government (e.g. children’s school text-
books or uniforms). In this sense, commercial activ-
ities among the ordinary citizens are minimal. In
recent years, collaboration between Korean mer-
chants in Japan took off with restaurant and hotel
operation, but such ventures ran into serious diffi-
culty since North Korea’s food shortage became
clear. There is an ongoing project of building a free
trade zone in the northeastern region of North Ko-
rea, with collaboration of South Korean and Chinese
capitals. This again is a tardy project and contrary
to initial hopes, little success is expected.

Major Industries. North Korea’s major industries
are geared toward its domestic resources, and so
include iron and steel production, mining, ma-
chinery, and other heavy industries. Its light indus-
try also revolves around the domestic supply and
lacks variety in products.

Trade. In the past, North Korea confined its trade
counterparts to socialist states third world coun-
tries, particularly Africa. However, since the end of
the Cold War, it has been trying to establish more
stable relationships with Japan and the United
States, while its former trade partners are shifting
the emphasis from friendship-based trade to a more
business-minded attitude. One of its major imports
is weapons imported from Russia and China.

Division of Labor. Heavy industry is assigned to
men, light industry to women. Jobs are assigned by
the state in accordance to its judgment of family
rank, ability, and qualifications. It is highly unlikely
for the family of high-ranking party officers to
work as a manual laborer or miner, for example. It is
not acceptable for one to freely change occupation:
Everything must be decided by higher authorities.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Although the government
officially claims that North Korea is a classless soci-
ety that has done away with the remnants of feu-
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People attend the funeral and cremation of a Buddhist monk. North Korea. Though there are Buddhist monks and nuns in the
country, North Koreans do not have much religious freedom.

dalism and capitalism, it is clearly a class society
starkly divided between the politically powerful and
politically powerless, with an unequal distribution
of monetary and nonmonetary privileges. The
highest ranking people in North Korea are Kim Il
Sung’s family and relatives, followed by his old
comrades and their families, who used to be referred
to as revolutionary fighters, denoting their partici-
pation in the anti-Japanese armed resistance. The
next stratum is made up of the families of Korean
War veterans and anti-South Korea sabotage offi-
cers. The children of this class typically are educated
in schools for the bereaved children of the revolu-
tionaries and face better career opportunities.
Women generally lag behind men in high-status
positions in society, but a daughter of an established
revolutionary can rank very high in both the party
and the government.

The vast majority of North Koreans are ordi-
nary citizens who are divided and subdivided into
ranks according to their family history and revolu-
tionary or unrevolutionary origin. Status is regu-
larly reviewed, and if any member of the family
commits an antirevolutionary crime, other mem-
bers of the family are also demoted in status.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. North Korea’s government is made
of a presidency, a central government that is divided
into various departments, and local governments.
The equivalent to the United States Congress, for
example, is the people’s congress. The Supreme Peo-
ple’s Congress passes the laws, which are carried
through by local people’s committees that are orga-
nized in a top-down fashion following the adminis-
trative units such as province, county, city, and
agricultural collectives and co-ops. Offices for the
People’s Congress and committees are based on the
election that takes place every five years.

There is normally only one candidate per office
and the turn-out rate for voting marks near 100
percent every time, according to the official media
report.

Leadership and Political Officials. The ruling
Worker’s Party of Korea has the largest decision-
making power. The party is not just a political
organization, but a moral and ethical icon for the
people. The party is also divided top-down from the
central committee to the local party offices. Since
Kim Il Sung’s death, it is Kim Jong Il, his son, who
holds the supreme authority inside the party. Kim

N O R T H K O R E A

1 2 0 8



Jong Il is also the supreme commander of the army.
He is so deemed in not only North Korea but by the
South Korean government. When in June 2000 the
South Korean president Kim Dae Jung visited North
Korea to meet with the northern leader for the first
time in the fifty years of Korea’s division, Kim Jong
Il appeared in person to greet Kim Dae Jung and the
meetings between the two leaders took place in a
highly cordial and mutually respectful atmosphere.
It has been decided that Kim Jong Il will pay the
return visit to the south, which will confirm his
authority in the eyes of the South Korean citizens.
The north-south meetings put forth some measures
for reuniting the families that were separated dur-
ing the Korean War and cultural collaboration be-
tween the two Koreas, ultimately aiming at reunifi-
cation. The North Korean leadership enhanced its
legitimacy through this recent move.

Social Problems and Control. The participation in
political organizations occupies an important place
in the everyday lives of North Koreans. By defini-
tion, every citizen in North Korea belongs to at least
one political organization and this replaces a system
of social control: the Korean Democratic Women’s
Union, the Korean Congress of Trade Unions, the
Korean Socialist Labor Youth League, the Korean
Farmers’ Union, the Korean Press Association, the
Korean Association of Writers and Artists, or the
Korean Young Pioneers.

Technically, all those who live on North Korean
soil are North Korean citizens except for those who
already have foreign citizenship, such as diplomats
and visitors. North Koreans have citizens’ certifi-
cates identifying their class origin and current ad-
dress. No one in North Korea is allowed to change
their residence at will: they have to apply to move to
another province or town and have a legitimate rea-
son, such as marriage. Not even weekend journeys
or holidays are left to individual discretion; one has
to apply for such a trip through the appropriate
authorities. Family holidays must be approved by
the authorities, and normally families have to wait
for their vacation quota. Sometimes individuals
who distinguish themselves in devotion to the party
and the state are rewarded with a family vacation.

Contrary to the traditional registration system
of Korea, which was based on family registration,
North Korean registration is based on individual
identification. Each individual is subject to regular
investigation by the authorities for the purpose of
classification and reclassification according to class
origin. For example, a person who commits a crime
might be reclassified in terms of ‘‘soundness’’ of
origin.

Military Activity. Although it has been said that in
North Korea, the military has the ultimate say in
decision making, it is hard to determine the degree
of exercise of power by the military. North Korea’s
military leader, Kim Jong Il, is also the supreme
commander of the Korean People’s Army. In 1998,
it became known that North Korea’s military
launched a missile across the Japanese archipelago
into the Pacific. The incident is still being debated,
but it is evident that North Korea’s expenditure on
military affairs is severely constraining its econ-
omy. The conscription is not mandatory, but many
gifted young men and women join the army in
order to obtain a ticket to the higher education
through the army’s recommendation after several
years’ service. The duration of the service is not
clearly defined. Some stay five to six years, others
less; women tend to stay shorter than men do. To
go to the army even for a couple of years is an
honor in North Korea, since it is a demonstration of
one’s readiness to devote one’s life to the mother-
land.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

All citizens in North Korea join one or more of the
following political organizations in the course of
their lives: the Korean Democratic Women’s Union,
the Korean Congress of Trade Unions, the Korean
Socialist Labor Youth League, the Korean Farmers’
Union, the Korean Press Association, the Korean As-
sociation of Writers and Artists, the Korean Young
Pioneers, and so on. In addition, there are three po-
litical parties: the Workers’ Party of Korea, the Ko-
rean Democratic Party, and the Ch’ondo Religious
Friends Party. The latter two, however, have disap-
peared from North Korea’s public politics since the
1980s. The local headquarters and branches of these
organizations form the basis of political life of indi-
viduals. Rather than home or family, the political
organizations one belongs to are, in principle, the
primary basis for social identification and the most
important vehicle for socialization for North Ko-
reans. Also, if one comes from an ordinary back-
ground, to do well in these organizations would
create better opportunities.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. In North Korea it is
widely accepted that men run the heavy industry
and women work in light industry. Beyond this, the
division is highly diverse. For example, agriculture
is not necessarily regarded specifically as a man’s or
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Gables of a Zen Buddhist monastery.

woman’s job. When it comes to the domestic divi-
sion of labor, although the state and the party try to
minimize the work by introducing canned food and
electrical appliances, it remains that women do
most of the housework and child rearing even while
working as many hours as men outside of the
home. This effectively doubles women’s burdens in
society.

The Relative Status of Women and Men.
Women’s status is not equal to that of men. Men
have a far better chance in advancing in politics,
while women, particularly after marriage, are seen
as ‘‘done’’ with a political career. This is different for
women from the high-ranking families, whose
background and connections would outmaneuver
handicaps that ordinary woman would have to
bear. In North Korea, women are supposed to have
certain mannerisms that are regarded as feminine.
They are not supposed to wear trousers unless they
are factory workers or agricultural laborers.

In professional settings, however, women are
often as assertive as their male counterparts. The
only occupation where behavior is sometimes flir-
tatious or subservient is as a waitress, but for
women it is an honor to hold this position as they
are selected for their beauty, good family back-
ground, and educational qualifications.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Individual registration has had a signif-
icant effect on the North Korean marriage system.
In Korean tradition, marriage between a man and a
woman who share the same family origin is not
allowed. Since all Koreans were required to keep
family records since the time of the Yi dynasty,
everyone can trace their family origin. If two people
share the same ancestral name, they were regarded
as brother and sister, and hence subject to the incest
taboo. Since North Korea abolished the family regis-
try, marriages between individuals from the same
ancestral clan—as long as they are not direct rela-
tives—are lawful.

A primary consideration in marriage is the
compatibility of class origins. If a man comes from
the family of a high-ranking party member, and a
woman from a family that does not have a compa-
rable sociopolitical status, a marriage between the
two would not be approved of by the society. If a
man comes from a family that was originally repa-
triated from Japan in the postwar period and a
woman comes from a family that is ‘‘native’’ North
Korean, a marriage between the two is considered
difficult since, generally speaking, repatriates are
regarded with suspicion and distrust due to their
ongoing connection with families in Japan. Hence,
classes tend to marry within themselves just as in
capitalist societies.

Upon marriage, a couple is given a house or, if
they live in an urban area, an apartment. Ordinary
couples, however, often have to wait until their
application for a residence is approved by the au-
thorities. The case of a couple from high-ranking
families will be different: they will receive preferen-
tial treatment when seeking housing. Normally,
newlyweds conduct a small ceremony, inviting
close friends, neighbors, and family members, take
a photo if they can afford it, and register their mar-
riage. There is no feast or party and no honeymoon.
Even wedding dresses are made from state-rationed
fabrics, and therefore brides of a certain period all
look more or less alike.

Domestic Unit. The domestic unit is a nuclear
family with some degree of stem family practice, i.e.
the family of one of the children (most likely a son)
living with aged parents. Houses are small through-
out the country and this restricts having large fami-
lies as a norm. Adoption takes place through or-
phanages.
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SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. The process of
economic recovery following the Korean War was
also the process by which the population was suc-
cessfully turned into members of the newly emerg-
ing nation. Compulsory education and the general
literacy program played a decisive role in forming
individuals into new subjects of state socialism,
subjects capable of reproducing the state-coined,
politically correct vocabulary and revolutionary
rhetoric. Starting on 1 November 1958, all educa-
tion up to middle school became compulsory and
free of charge. By 1975, North Korea had extended
this to eleven years of free compulsory education,
including one year in a collective preschool. In addi-
tion, factories and collective farms have nursery
schools where children are introduced to socializa-
tion and taken care of collectively away from home,
since mothers are usually full-time workers.

In North Korea’s linguistic practice, Kim Il
Sung’s words are frequently quoted as a gospel-like
reference point. People learn the vocabulary by
reading publications of the state and the party.
Since the print industry and the entire publishing
establishment are strictly state-owned and state-
controlled, and no private importation of foreign-
printed materials or audiovisual resources is per-
mitted, words that do not conform with the interest
of the party and the state are not introduced into the
society in the first place, resulting in efficient cen-
sorship.

The vocabulary that the state favors includes
words relating to such concepts as revolution, so-
cialism, communism, class struggle, patriotism,
anti-imperialism, anticapitalism, the national
reunification, and dedication and loyalty to the
leader. By way of contrast, the vocabulary that the
state finds difficult or inappropriate, such as that
referring to sexual or love relations, does not appear
in print. Even so-called romantic novels depict lov-
ers who are more like comrades on a journey to
fulfill the duties they owe to the leader and the state.

Limiting the vocabulary in this way has made
everyone, including the relatively uneducated, into
competent practitioners of the state-engineered lin-
guistic norm. On the societal level, this had an effect
of homogenizing the linguistic practice of the gen-
eral public. A visitor to North Korea would be struck
by how similar people sound. In other words,
rather than broadening the vision of citizens, liter-
acy and education in North Korea confine the citi-
zenry into a cocoon of the North Korean-style so-
cialism and the state ideology.

Higher Education. Higher education is regarded as
an honor and a privilege, and as such, it is not open
to the general public at will. Men and women who
have served in the military would be recommended
to subsequent higher education. There are also
‘‘gifted’’ entries to the universities and colleges,
where the candidate’s intellectual merit is appreci-
ated. Normally, however, it depends on one’s fam-
ily background in determining whether or not one
obtains the opportunity of learning at a college for
years at the state’s expense. (Hence, for ordinary
men and women, the military is a secure detour.)
Sometimes, candidates are recommended from fac-
tories and agricultural collectives, with the endorse-
ment of the due authorities.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. What most characterizes North
Korean socialism is its leadership, built on the basis
of the cult of personality of Kim Il Sung. Through
the state-engineered education system, Kim and his
family are introduced as role models for men and
women, young and old. By the time they are in
kindergarten, children can recite stories from Kim’s
childhood. Moral ideological education in North Ko-
rea is allegorically organized, with Kim Il Sung and
his pedigree as protagonists.

Kim Il Sung’s name is ubiquitous in North Ko-
rea. For example, if one is asked how one is, the
model answer would be ‘‘thanks to the Great Leader
Kim Il Sung, I am well,’’ and the North Korean
economy is remarkably strong ‘‘thanks to the wise
guidance of Marshal Kim Il Sung.’’ The ideology
that represents the leader cult is called the Juche idea.
Juche literally means ‘‘subject’’ and is often trans-
lated as self-reliance. In North Korea, slogans such
as ‘‘Let us model the whole society on the Juche
idea!’’ are heard daily. North Korea’s official history
claims that Kim Il Sung first established the Juche
ideology in 1927 when he founded the Anti-imperi-
alism Youth League in Jilin in northeastern China.
The Juche idea is quite unlike Marxist historical
materialism. Rather, it is a sort of idealism, placing
emphasis on human belief; in this sense, it resem-
bles a religion rather than a political ideology. Un-
der the ideology of Juche, North Korea achieved
many remarkable goals, including the economic re-
covery from the ashes of the Korean War. In the
name of loyal dedication to Kim Il Sung, national
unity was accomplished and national pride instilled
North Korean citizens.

Religion is theoretically permitted in North Ko-
rea, and a visitor may meet a Buddhist monk or
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A soldier guards the DMZ (Demilitarized Zone) between North
and South Korea.

nun. But North Koreans hardly have freedom of
religion. The monks and nuns that tourists meet
may not have any public followers; indeed, they
themselves may be loyal followers of the leader.
Traditionally, northern Korea had strong centers of
Christianity, and Christianity played an important
role in organizing anti-Japanese resistance during
the colonial period. Similarly, the Ch’ondo religion
that emerged in the nineteenth century as an indige-
nous Korean religion was strengthened in the pro-
cess of anti-Japanese resistance. In fact, many
Ch’ondo leaders were included in the initial state-
building of North Korea. Decades of Kim Il Sung
worship transformed the religious plurality,
though; with the leader’s ascendancy, non-Juche
ideas came to be regarded as heterodox and danger-
ous, or as bourgeois and capitalist.

Korean culture has an age-old Confucian tradi-
tion, although this heritage does not exist in today’s
North Korea as it did in the past. Rather, its form
and direction changed due to the intervention of
leader-focused socialism. Kim Il Sung often is de-
picted in a paternalistic manner, personified as a
benevolent father (and at times, father-mother,
asexually or bisexually) who looks after the whole
population as children and disciples. Kim Il Sung
created the notion of a family state with himself as

the head of the nation. Indeed, a popular North
Korean children’s song includes this refrain: ‘‘Our
Father is Marshal Kim Il Sung/ Our home is the
bosom of the party/ We are one big family/ We
have nothing to envy in the whole wide world.’’

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

National celebrations include the Foundation of the
People’s Army (8 February), Kim Jong Il’s birthday
(16 February), Kim Il Sung’s birthday (15 April),
May Day (1 May), Young Pioneers Day (6 June),
National Foundation Day (9 September), and the
Workers’ Party Day (10 October). Some of these
celebrations are carried out with a Soviet-style mili-
tary parade, while others are commemorated with
art festivals and official congregations in local and
central government units.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. The production of arts and
literature in North Korea is controlled entirely by
the state. Their ideological line, form of presenta-
tion, dissemination to the public, and availability
are all under the administration of state authorities.
This does not mean that North Koreans suffer from
a poverty of art. On the contrary, there is quite a
rich variety of art genres and distinct fashions that
come and go over time. Film is more fully developed
than literature, perhaps because of Kim Jong Il’s
involvement in the medium.

Literature. Literature is produced by state-salaried
official writers whose novels and poems tend to be
pedantic, predictable, and outright boring. For ex-
ample, a long-selling popular novel Ode to Youth
(first published in 1987 and continuously reprinted
until 1994) is a story of a technician in a steel mill,
whose relationship with his girlfriend is interwoven
with other human relations among his colleagues.
The story in the end reconfirms that in North Korea
all relations, including romantic ones, exist to en-
courage loyalty to the leader. This has been the
pattern in literature since the 1960s. Typically, hu-
man relationships are depicted in simplistic ways,
with romantically-involved couples never hesi-
tating to help each other become heroes for the rev-
olution. There is no complex web of psychology,
diversity of personality, or unexpected events that
are quite often part of the ordinary lives of individu-
als. North Korean literature is full of barren, lifeless
language, which is to be expected given the limited
vocabulary the North Korean state makes available
to the public.
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Graphic Arts. North Korea has distinct graphic
arts related to a mixture of Korean traditional draw-
ing and the techniques of western watercolor. Large
mural art is commonly seen inside the public build-
ings in North Korea, and the theme is usually leader
worship—typically Kim Il Sung in the middle,
larger than other people surrounding him. People of
al ages, occupation, and dress circle him with adora-
tion and admiration in their eyes. The commission
of such art is done by the state, and in this sense,
there is no private artist. Also commonly seen are
large sculptures depicting history patriotically,
such as Korean War heroes and anti-Japanese guer-
rilla fighters; there are usually portrayed in the So-
viet style. No individual artist is endorsed in this
type of public art display. One cannot miss in North
Korea ubiquitous statues and sculptures, paintings
and even embroidery art that portray in beautified
form Kim Il Sung and his family. These are dis-
played in public spaces; in terms of art to purchase
privately, there are paintings and other products
that use traditional Korean (or East Asian) ink paint
or oil paint. These are most readily found in the
international hotel shops and are not readily avail-
able for ordinary citizens to purchase.

Performance Arts. Under the direct intervention
of Kim Jong Il, a new form of films has emerged in
North Korea, especially since the 1980s. Sin
Sang-ok and Ch’oi Un-hui—married former South
Korean citizens, a director husband and an actress
wife—played an important role in introducing this
new version of North Korean film. The Sin-Ch’oi
team, which enjoyed the endorsement of Kim Jong
Il, produced many realist films. Their work is based
on Korean literature of the 1930s, which was very
strongly influenced by Russian realism as well as
the Japanese proletarian literary movement. Clas-
sics such as The Blanket by Ch’oi So-hae were made
into films that represented family life and the mis-

ery of poverty in an unprecedented vivid style. Also
popular was the long-running series Heroes without
Name, which depicted romantic relations among
North Korean spies who worked undercover in
South Korea after the Korean War.

Films in North Korea are inexpensive entertain-
ment for the general public, while other more spe-
cialized genres such as circuses or song and dance
ensembles are reserved for foreign guests and na-
tional festivals. Only selected individuals—either by
their revolutionary heritage or by being recognized
as meritorious contributors to the revolution—are
invited to enjoy such entertainment.
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CULTURE NAME

South Korean

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Republic of Korea; Corean, Han’guk, Taehan,
Taehanmin’guk

ORIENTATION

Identification. Koryo (918–1392) and Choson
(1392–1910) were the last two Korean dynasties.
Korean immigrants and their descendants in Russia,
China, and Japan use the names of those dynasties
as a reference for their ethnicity. Despite the contin-
ued use of Choson as a self-name in North Korea,
the Japanese convention of referring to the Korean
nation by that name (pronounced Chosen in Japa-
nese) can be offensive to South Koreans because of
its evocation of Japanese colonization of the nation
(1910–1945).

Koreans share a common culture, but a sense of
regionalism exists between northerners and south-
erners and between southeasterners and southwest-
erners in terms of customs and perceived personal-
ity characteristics. Some suggest that this
regionalism dates back to Three Kingdoms of
Koguryo (37 B.C.E.–668 C.E.), Silla (57 B.C.E.–935
C.E.), and Paekche (18 B.C.E.–660 C.E.). In South Ko-
rea politicized regionalism has emerged between the
southeastern (Kyongsang Province) and southwest-
ern regions (Cholla Province) since the late 1960s as
a result of an uneven pattern of development that
benefits people in the southeast.

Location and Geography. South Korea occupies
the southern half of the Korean peninsula, which
protrudes about 620 miles (1,000 kilometers)
southward from the Eurasian landmass between
Soviet Siberia in the northeast and Chinese Manchu-
ria to the north. About three thousand islands be-
long to Korea, among which the Province of Cheju

Island is the largest. The total area of the peninsula,
including the islands, is about 85,000 square miles
(222,000 square kilometers), of which about 45
percent or about 38,000 square miles (99,000
square kilometers) constitutes the territory of
South Korea.

Geopolitically, the peninsula is surrounded on
three sides by the sea and by Russia, China, and
Japan. Korea has suffered from the attempts of
these neighboring countries to dominate it, particu-
larly in the twentieth century. Each of them consid-
ers Korea to be of major importance to its own
security, and since 1945 the United States has had a
major security interest in the nation. The peninsula
was divided at the 38th Parallel in an agreement
between the United States and the Soviet Union at
the end of the World War II. Subsequently, the
Military Demarcation Line established by the Armi-
stice Agreement of 1953 to bring a cease-fire to the
Korean War (1950–1953) replaced the boundary. A
2.5-mile (four-kilometer) wide strip of land that
runs along the cease-fire line for about 150 miles
(241 kilometers) is fixed at the Demilitarized Zone
(DMZ) as the no man’s land between North Korea
and South Korea.

Korea is mountainous, and only about 20 per-
cent of the land in the south is flat enough for
farming. Seoul, the capital, is in the northwestern
part of the country on the Han River, which flows
toward the Yellow Sea. Seoul was first established
as the walled capital of the Choson Dynasty in
1394. Before Japan colonized Korea in 1910, Seoul
was the first city in east Asia to have electricity,
trolley cars, a water system, telephones, and tele-
graphs. Seoul has grown into a metropolis of more
than ten million residents. The palaces, shrines, and
other vestiges of the Choson Dynasty are still
prominent features of the city north of the Han
River, serving as major tourist attractions. In the
last few decades, the area south of the Han River has
built trendy commercial centers and high-rise con-
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dominium complexes for the middle and upper-
middle classes.

Demography. In 1997, the population was 45.9
million, with 1,200 persons per square mile (463
persons per square kilometer). Since the mid-1980s,
when Korea stabilized at a low level of fertility,
remarkably high sex ratios at birth have resulted
from son-selective reproductive behaviors such as
prenatal sex screening and sex-selective abortion.
Another notable demographic trend is the increas-
ing ratio of the elderly: the 1997 census revealed
that 6.3 percent of the total population was 65
years of age or older.

Linguistic Affiliation. About seventy million peo-
ple speak Korean. Most live on the peninsula, but
more than five million live across the globe. Korean
is considered part of the Tungusic branch of the
Altaic group of the Ural-Altaic language family. It
also has a close relationship to Japanese in general
structure, grammar, and vocabulary. The form of
Korean spoken around Seoul is regarded as stan-
dard. Major dialects differ mainly in accent and in-
tonation. Except for old Cheju dialect, all are mutu-
ally intelligible.

Koreans value their native tongue and their al-
phabet, han’gul, which was invented in the mid-
fifteenth century. Until then, Korea’s aristocratic
society used Chinese characters, while the govern-
ment and people used the writing system known as
idu (a transcription system of Korean words in-
vented in the eighth century by Silla scholars using
Chinese characters). The Chinese writing system re-
quires a basic knowledge of several thousand char-
acters. Commoners who did not have the time or
means to master Chinese could not read or write.
Moreover, it is difficult to express spoken Korean in
Chinese characters.

Considering the frustrating situation of mass
illiteracy and troubled by the incongruity between
spoken Korean and Chinese ideographs, King Sejong
(1397–1450), the fourth ruler (1418–1450) of the
Choson Dynasty, commissioned a group of schol-
ars to devise a phonetic writing system that would
represent the sounds of spoken Korean and could be
learned by all the people. The result was Hunmin
Chong’um (‘‘the Correct Sounds to Teach the Peo-
ple’’), or han’gul, as it is called today. The system
was created in 1443 and promulgated in 1446.
South Koreans observe Han’gul Day on 9 October
with a ceremony at King Sejong’s tomb.

Han’gul is easy to learn since each letter corre-
sponds to a phoneme, and Korea now has one of the
highest literacy rates in the world. UNESCO estab-
lished the King Sejong Literacy Prize in 1988 and
offers it annually to an individual or group that
contributes to the eradication of illiteracy world-
wide.

Symbolism. The national flag, T’aegukki, is a
unique symbol. The flag of T’aeguk (‘‘Supreme Ulti-
mate’’), symbolizes the basic ideas of east Asian
cosmology shared by the peoples in the Chinese
culture area. In the center of a white background is a
circle divided horizontally in two by an S-shaped
line. The upper portion in red represents the yang,
and the lower portion in blue symbolizes the um (yin
in Chinese), depicting the yinyang principle of a uni-
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verse in perfect balance and harmony. The central
symbolism in the T’aeguk form is that while there is
a constant movement of opposites in the universe
(day and night, good and evil, masculinity and femi-
ninity), there is also balance. The four trigrams at
the corners of the flag also express the ideas of oppo-
sites and balance. The three unbroken lines in the
upper left corner represent heaven while the three
broken lines placed diagonally in the lower right
corner represent the earth. The trigram in the upper
right corner represents water, while the one placed
diagonally at the lower left corner represents fire.

In contrast to the cosmological symbolism in
the flag, the national anthem, Aegukka, conjures a
sense of the national identity of the Taehan people
by making territorial references to the East Sea (Sea
of Japan), Paektusan (‘‘White Head Mountain,’’ on
the northern border with China), and the beautiful
land of mugunghwa (the rose of Sharon, the national
flower). The phrase samch’ol-li kangsan (‘‘three-
thousand-li land of range and river’’), which is in-
cluded in the national anthem, refers to the national
territory.

The phrase han p’it-chul (‘‘one bloodline’’) often
is used by Koreans at home and abroad to symbolize
their shared identity as the members of a homoge-
neous nation. Blood and territory thus are the most
frequently invoked metaphors associated with the
nation.

National days of celebration include Liberation
Day (Kwangbokchol) on 15 August and National
Foundation Day (Kaech’onjol) on 3 October.
Kwangbokchol (the Day of Recovering the Light) cel-
ebrates the nation’s liberation from Japanese colo-
nial rule in 1945. Kaech’onjol (Heaven Opening Day)
commemorates the founding of the first Korean
kingdom, KoChoson, by the legendary priest-king
Tan’gun Wanggom.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The Korean peninsula
has been inhabited for more than half a million
years, and a Neolithic culture emerged around 6,000
B.C.E. The legendary beginning date of the Korean
people is said to be 2333 B.C.E., when Tan’gun estab-
lished the kingdom of Choson (‘‘Morning Fresh-
ness,’’ often translated as the ‘‘Land of Morning
Calm’’) around today’s P’yongyang. To distinguish
it from the later Choson Dynasty, it is now referred
to as Ko (‘‘Old’’) Choson.

In the legend, Tan’gun was born of a divine
father, Hwan-ung, a son of the heavenly king, and
a woman who had been transformed from a bear.

The bear and a tiger had pleaded with Hwan-ung to
transform them into human beings. Only the bear
achieved the transformation by following Hwan-
ung’s instructions, which included a hundred-day
seclusion to avoid sunlight and the ingestion of a
bunch of mugwort (ssuk) and twenty pieces of
garlic. This bear turned woman then married
Hwan-ung, and their offspring was Tan’gun. A re-
cent interpretation of the bear woman is that she
came from a bear totem tribe.

The Old Choson period is divided into the
Tan’gun, Kija, and Wiman periods. Shortly after the
fall of Wiman Choson in 108 B.C.E. and the estab-
lishment of Chinese military control in the north,
the Three Kingdoms (Silla, Koguryo, and Paekche)
period began. In 668, Silla unified the Three King-
doms. Silla’s decline in the late ninth century
brought about the rise of Later Paekche and Later
Koguryo. Wang Kon, who established the Koryo
Dynasty, eventually reunified the nation. A series of
Mongol invasions that began in 1231 devastated the
country in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.
General Yi Song-gye overthrew Koryo and estab-
lished the Choson Dynasty in 1392. Despite inva-
sions by Japan and Manchu (Qing) in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, respectively, Choson
continued for more than five centuries until 1910,
when Japan colonized the nation for three and a
half decades.

National Identity. Before the 1945 national divi-
sion of the peninsula and the subsequent establish-
ment of the two political regimes of North and
South Korea in 1948, Koreans identified themselves
as the people of Choson. Tan’gun as the founding
ancestor has had a symbolic meaning for Koreans
throughout the nation’s history. A temple erected
in Tan’gun’s honor in 1429 stood in P’yongyang
until its destruction during the Korean War. In
1993, North Korea announced the discovery of
Tan’gun’s tomb and a few remains of his skeleton at
a site close to P’yongyang. Some Korean calendars
still print the Year of Tan’gun (Tan’gi) along with
the Gregorian calendar year, which the South Ko-
rean government officially adopted in 1962.

Ethnic Relations. Korea is one of the few countries
in which ethnicity and nationality coincide. The
only immigrant ethnic minority group is a Chinese
community of about 20,000 that is concentrated
mainly in Seoul and has existed since the late nine-
teenth century. Since the Korean War, the contin-
ued presence of the United States Forces–Korea has
resulted in the immigration of over one hundred
thousand Korean women to the United States as
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A house in Oh Ju Kon village, Kangnung, South Korea, reflects a more modern approach to South Korean rural housing.

soldiers’ wives. Since the early 1990s, an increasing
number of foreign workers from Asian countries
(including Korean Chinese) and Russia have entered
South Korea in pursuit of the ‘‘Korean Dreams.’’

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Traditionally, dwellings with thatched roofs and
houses with clay-tile roofs symbolized rural—
urban as well as lower-class—upper-class distinc-
tions. The traditional houses of yangban (gentry)
families were divided by walls into women’s quar-
ters (anch’ae), men’s quarters (sarangch’ae), and ser-
vants’ quarters (haengnangch’ae), reflecting the
Confucian rules of gender segregation and status
discrimination between the yangban and their ser-
vants in the social hierarchy of the Choson Dy-
nasty. Western architecture was introduced in the
nineteenth century. The Gothic-style Myongdong
Cathedral (1898) is a prominent example of the ear-
liest Western architecture in Seoul.

As part of government-sponsored rural devel-
opment projects since the late 1960s, thatched-roof
houses in rural areas have mostly been replaced by
concrete structures with a variety of brightly col-
ored slate roofs. The tile-roofed traditional urban
residential houses have also become almost extinct,

partly because of the ravages of the Korean War and
the rush toward modernization and development.
Now a wide range of architectural styles coexists.
For example, the Toksu Palace of the Choson Dy-
nasty built in the traditional style, the Romanesque
Seoul City Hall built during Japanese rule, and mo-
dem high-rise luxury hotels can all be seen from
City Hall Plaza in downtown Seoul.

According to the 1995 national census, about
88 percent of the population lives in urban areas.
Lack of land for construction and changes in peo-
ple’s lifestyle have combined to make condominium
apartments the dominant housing type in urban
areas. Close to half the urban population consists of
condominium dwellers, but the bedrooms in most
condos still feature the ondol floor system. Tradi-
tional ondol floors were heated by channeling
warm air and smoke through a system of under-
the-floor flues from an exterior fireplace. Those
floors typically were made of large pieces of flat
stone tightly covered with several square-yard-size
pieces of lacquered paper in light golden brown to
present an aesthetically pleasing surface and pre-
vent gas and smoke from entering the room.

Customarily, the ‘‘lower end’’ of the room
(araemmok), which is the closest to the source of
heat, was reserved for honored guests and the senior
members of the household, while people of lower
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social status occupied the ‘‘upper end’’ (ummok),
farthest from the source of heat and near the door.
This customary practice reflected the social hierar-
chy. This distinction does not exist in the modern
apartments because the heating system is centrally
controlled.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. The rapid changes in lifestyles
that have accompanied economic development since
the 1960s have changed the traditional pattern of
eating rice at each meal. Some urbanites may eat
toast, eggs, and milk for breakfast, using a fork and
knife. Nonetheless, for many people a bowl of
steamed white rice, a soybean-paste vegetable soup,
and a dish of kimch’I may still constitute the basic
everyday meal, to which steamed or seasoned vege-
tables, fish, meats, and other foods may be added as
side dishes (panch’an). Many people eat at a low
table while sitting on the ondol floor, using a spoon
and chopsticks.

Kimch’I is the national dish. It is a pungent,
often hot, mixture of fermented and/or pickled veg-
etables. Almost any vegetable can be fermented to
make kimch’I, but Chinese cabbage and daikon rad-
ishes are the most commonly used. As part of the
national diet for centuries, it has many variations
depending on the region, season, occasion, and per-
sonal taste of the cook. Kimch’I has long been the
test of a housewife’s culinary skills and a family
tradition. A South Korean consumes an average of
forty pounds (eighteen kilograms) of kimch’I a
year. Many companies produce kimch’I for both
domestic consumption and export.

Meat dishes such as pulgogi (barbecued meat)
and kalbi (short ribs) are popular among both Ko-
reans and foreigners. They are traditionally
charcoal-roasted after the meat has been marinated
in soy sauce, sesame oil, sugar, minced garlic, and
other spices. The foods available at restaurants
range from sophisticated Western cuisine, to vari-
ous ethnic specialty foods, to both indigenous and
foreign fast foods. There are no food taboos, al-
though Buddhist monks may practice vegetarian-
ism and observe other food taboos.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. A vari-
ety of ttok (rice cake), other traditional confection-
ery, and fresh fruits are served to celebrate birth-
days, marriages, and the hwan’gap (the sixtieth
birthday). The offerings at ch’arye, memorial ser-
vices for one’s ancestors performed on special holi-
days, include rice wine, steamed white rice, soup,
barbecued meats, and fresh fruits. After ritual offer-

Kwang-mok-chong-wang, the guardian of the West at
Pulguk-sa Temple in Kyongju, South Korea.

ings of the wine and food to the ancestral spirits, the
family members consume the food and wine. Their
ingestion symbolizes the receiving of blessings from
the ancestral spirits.

Basic Economy. South Korea transformed its tradi-
tional agrarian subsistence economy to a primarily
industrialized one in little more than a generation. In
1962, when the First Five-Year Economic Develop-
ment Plan was launched, per capita gross national
product was $87 (U.S.), in contrast with $10,543
(U.S.) in 1996. However, rapid increases in short-
term debt precipitated by overinvestments by
chaebols (family-owned and -managed conglomer-
ates) and insufficient foreign exchange reserves
caused the financial crisis of 1997, which necessi-
tated emergency financial aid from the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) in December 1997. After a
year of rising unemployment, negative economic
growth, and reforms of the financial sector in 1998,
the economy began to recover. For gross domestic
product (GDP) of $406.7 billion (U.S.), the country
ranked thirteenth and for per capita GDP it ranked
thirtieth among the world’s nations in 1999.

The working-age population (15 years or
above) numbered 34.7 million, and 62.2 percent
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(21.6 million) of those people were in the labor force
in 1997. More than two thirds of them were em-
ployed in the service sector in 1997.

South Korea still produces most of its domesti-
cally consumed rice. Traditional cash crops such as
ginseng, tobacco, tea, and silkworms remain im-
portant. The livestock industry raises beef and dairy
cattle, hogs, and chickens. Meat production has in-
creased, largely in response increased consumption
and government support. South Korea imports beef
and milk, exports pork to Japan, and maintains
self-sufficiency in chickens and most vegetable
products.

Land Tenure and Property. Traditionally, land,
especially farmland, was the main form of wealth,
and tenants had customary rights that allowed
them to farm the same plots year after year. The
land survey and tax structure under colonial rule
changed the nature and extent of land tenure, forc-
ing many owner-farmers to sell their land to the
Japanese. Some people argue that the violation of
tenants’ customary rights predates the Japanese in-
cursion. The majority of the agricultural popula-
tion became impoverished, landless tenants by the
end of the colonial rule.

After the liberation, redistributions of land were
effected in 1948, when former Japanese-owned ag-
ricultural lands were sold to the incumbent tenants,
and in 1950–1952, when the government under the
Land Reform Act (promulgated in 1949) acquired
tenanted land owned by absentee landlords and the
balance of properties larger than 7.4 acres held by
owner-farmers. That property was sold to tenant
farmers and those with no land. The imposition of a
maximum of three chongbo (7.4 acres) on legal land
holdings meant that large-scale landlords were
eliminated, and the average farm size became less
than 2.5 acres. The land reform was a political and
social success, destroying the colonial landlord
class. However, it contributed to a fragmentation of
the land into small holdings, making cultivation
inefficient and not conducive to mechanization.
Since the 1960s, systematic efforts have been made
to increase, rearrange and consolidate farmland by
reclaiming mountain slopes and seashores as arable
land to expand farm mechanization and increase the
utility of farmland. In 1975, the Arable Land Preser-
vation Law was modified to limit the use of arable
land for purposes other than farms.

In a country where natural resources are scarce,
the efficient use of the land is essential. Government
land development projects started in the 1960s with
the 1963 Law on Integrated National Land Develop-

ment, the 1964 Export Industrial Estates Assistance
Law, and the 1967 National Parks Law. Those laws
were followed by the 1972 Law on the Management
of National Land and the 1973 Law on the Promo-
tion of Industrial Estates. In addition to the develop-
ment of large-scale industrial estates at Ulsan,
P’ohang, and elsewhere, a superhighway linking
Seoul and Pusan and large-scale water resources
development projects such as the Soyang Dam were
constructed. A basic land price pattern was officially
determined to allow an equitable distribution of the
profits from land development. Despite a variety of
regulations, however, speculation in real estate has
been a major device for accumulating wealth rap-
idly and irregularly.

Major Industries. The share of primary industry
in the economic structure decreased steadily from
26.6 percent in 1970 to 5.7 percent in 1997.
Farmwork increasingly is done by women and old
men as young people leave for urban jobs. As a
result of structural reforms in the economy, Korea
has built a strong industrial foundation, especially
in the areas of electronics, automobiles, shipbuild-
ing, and petrochemicals. The shipbuilding indus-
try is second only to Japan’s and has a 32 percent
share of the world market. In the semiconductor
industry, Korea ranks third in the world market.
Three Korean companies supply more than 40
percent of the global demand for computer mem-
ory chips. The Korean automobile and petrochem-
icals industries rank fifth in the world in terms of
production.

Trade. The economy is export-oriented and at the
same time heavily dependent on overseas raw mate-
rials. In 1999 exports were $143.7 billion (U.S.) and
imports were $119.8 billion (U.S.). Korea ranked
twelfth for exports and fourteenth for imports
among the countries in the world. The major trad-
ing partners are the United States and Japan. Since
the 1980s, main export items have included compu-
ters, semiconductors, automobiles, steel, shipbuild-
ing, electronic goods, machinery, textiles, and fish-
ery products. Overseas construction is a critical
source of foreign currency and invisible export
earnings. Major import items are steel, chemicals,
timber and pulp, cereals, petroleum and petroleum
products, and electronics and electrical equipment.
The current account balance for the first half of
2000 marked a surplus of $4.4 billion (U.S.).

Division of Labor. Leading chaebol companies such
as Hyundai, Samsung, and the LG Group recruit
white-collar workers from among college graduates
through the kongch’ae system (an open competitive
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A farmer hauls rice on his back in Pong Hwang, Naju, South Korea. Rice is a staple of the South Korean diet.

written examination and interviews). Smaller com-
panies often rely on social connections to hire em-
ployees. For executive and upper-level management
jobs, companies may scout the desired personnel by
using a variety of means, including professional
headhunting services. Employment in the civil ser-
vice, which is based on a grade system, reflects a
strong tradition of seniority. Positions are assigned
strictly according to grade, and remuneration is
based on grade and length of service. Recruitment
from outside is allowed only at certain grade levels
through the civil service examination system, with
age limitations that favor the young. Vacant posi-
tions, except at the lowest grade level, are filled
mostly by promotions based on seniority. The tradi-
tion of seniority, however, is being challenged as part
of the wide-ranging restructuring taking place in the
public sector as well as in the financial and corporate
sectors as a result of the 1997 economic crisis.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. The traditional gentry
(yangban) status was formally abolished by the
Kabo Reforms of 1894, but the legacy of the class
system is seen in social psychological and behav-
ioral patterns. In 1994, 60 percent of South Koreans

regarded themselves as belonging to the middle
class. The subjective perception of one’s class posi-
tion was closely correlated with one’s level of educa-
tional attainment. Eighty-three percent of those
with a college education perceived themselves as
belonging to the middle class, compared with 41
percent of those with a primary school education.
In general, industrialization and urbanization have
contributed to a leveling of the nonkin hierarchy in
social life, but the income gap between the working
classes and the industrialist class as a new power
elite has grown. Family background, education, oc-
cupation, and the general acceptance of a
meritocracy are major social factors that contribute
to the unequal distribution of wealth by class.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Major symbols
of social status include the size of one’s condomin-
ium or house, the location of one’s residence, chauf-
feur-driven large automobiles, style and quality of
dress, membership in a golf club, and the use of
honorifics in speech. According to the government
classification, residential space between eighteen
and 25.7 p’yong (one p’yong equals 3.95 square
yards) is regarded as medium-sized housing. People
in the middle and upper-middle classes tend to live
in apartment units of over thirty p’yong. The pre-
cise number of p’yong of one’s condominium often
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is interpreted as a barometer of one’s wealth. Aca-
demic degrees such as a doctorate and professional
occupations such as medicine also symbolize higher
social status.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Koreans lived under a dynastic sys-
tem until 1910. After liberation from Japanese colo-
nization in 1945, the southern half of the peninsula
was occupied by the United States and the northern
half by the Soviet military until 1948, when two
Koreas emerged. Since then, South Korea has trav-
eled a rocky road in its political development from
autocratic governments to a more democratic state,
amending its constitution nine times in the wake of
tumultuous political events such as the Korean
War, the April Revolution of 1960, the 1961 and
1979 military coups, the 1980 Kwangju uprising,
and the 1987 democracy movement. The govern-
ment has maintained a presidential system except in
1960–1961, when a parliamentary system was in
place. Government power is shared by three
branches: the executive, legislative, and judicial. The
Constitutional Court and the National Election
Commission also perform governing functions.

The executive branch under the president as the
head of state consists of the prime minister, the
State Council, seventeen executive ministries, seven-
teen independent agencies, the Board of Inspection
and Audit, and the National Intelligence Service. The
president is elected by popular vote for a single five-
year term. The prime minister is appointed by the
president with the approval of the National Assem-
bly. The legislature consists of a single-house Na-
tional Assembly whose 273 members serve four-
year terms. Some degree of local autonomy was
restored for the first time since 1961 by the imple-
mentation of local assembly elections in 1991 and
popular elections of the heads of provincial and
municipal governments in 1995. The judiciary has
three tiers of courts: the Supreme Court, the high
courts or appellate courts, and the district courts.

Leadership and Political Officials. Political par-
ties have been organized primarily around a leader
instead of a platform. The hometown and school
ties of the founding leader of a party have often
influenced voting patterns, contributing to emo-
tional regionalism among voters as well as politi-
cians. The political parties represented in the Fif-
teenth National Assembly (1996–2000) are the
National Congress for New Politics (NCNP), the
United Liberal Democrats (ULD), and the New Korea
Party. The NCNP (founded by Kim Dae-jung) and

the ULD (founded by Kim Jong-pil) as opposition
parties formed a coalition for the 1997 presidential
election to help D. J. Kim win the election. The so-
called DJP alliance, named for the coalition of Kim
Dae-jung and Prime Minister Kim Jong-pil, prom-
ised to change the executive branch into a cabinet
system with the prime minister as the head of state.
The constitutional amendment for a parliamentary
government thus has become a major political issue
in the Kim Dae-jung administration.

Social Problems and Control. According to the
National Statistical Office, the number of reported
major penal code offenses was 864 per 100,000 in
1997, and the most common crime was theft. Since
the 1980s, sexual violence against women has
drawn public concern, and legislation to deal with it
was enacted in the 1990s.

Public prosecutors and the police are authorized
to conduct investigations of criminal acts, but theo-
retically, police authority to investigate criminal
acts is subject to the direction and. review of prose-
cutors. The National Police Agency is under the
authority of the Ministry of Government Adminis-
tration and Home Affairs, while the Supreme Public
Prosecutor’s Office, the penal administration, and
other legal affairs are supervised by the Ministry of
Justice. The supreme prosecutor general is
appointed by the president. Historically, the execu-
tive branch exercised great influence on judicial deci-
sions. There is no jury system. Cases that involve
offenses punishable by the death penalty, life im-
prisonment, or imprisonment for more than one
year are tried by three judges of a district or branch
court; other cases are heard by a single judge.

Military Activity. The North Korean invasion in
June 1950 led to the fratricidal Korean War that
ended in 1953, killing a million South Korean civil-
ians. Since then, the armed forces have grown to be
the largest and most influential government orga-
nization. According to the 1998 Defense White Pa-
per, the nation has 690,000 troops. The 1997 de-
fense expenditure accounted for about 15 percent of
the national government budget. Weapons and
equipment modernization and the operational costs
of the three armed services and the armed forces
reserves are the main items in the defense budget.
Based on the 1953 Korean-American Mutual De-
fense Treaty, the two countries hold the joint exer-
cise Team Spirit every spring to promote military
cooperation and readiness. The Korean peninsula is
the world’s most densely armed zone with over 1.8
million combat-ready troops confronting each
other across the DMZ.
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The traditional Korean Confucian New Year’s Day celebration in Seoul, South Korea, includes prayer and special food.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Much progress has been made in the area of social
welfare since the 1970s, especially in the health care
system. The National Health Insurance Program,
which started in 1977 with coverage of less than 10
percent of the population, covered the entire popu-
lation by 1989. The government also enacted the
National Health Program Law and the Mental
Health Law in 1995 to promote health education,
antismoking campaigns, and the improvement of
the civil rights of the mentally ill. The budget of the
Ministry of Health and Welfare has been growing
rapidly.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Until the late 1980s, civil organizations generally
developed in opposition to the government and con-
tributed to democratization. In the past decade,
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have in-
creased in numbers and services. The Citizens’ Co-
alition for Economic Justice, the Korean Federation
for the Environment Movement, the Korean
Women’s Associations United, and the Korean
Council for Women Drafted for Military Sexual
Slavery by Japan (known as Chongdaehyop) are
well-known NGOs. Since its formation in 1990,

Chongdaehyop has achieved remarkable success in
bringing to the attention of the world community
the ‘‘comfort women’’ who served Japanese troops
before and during World War II. Its activities have
improved the living conditions of the surviving vic-
tims and strengthened feminist human rights
movement. Many Christian church supported
NGOs send missionaries and provide on-site aid in
Africa and other regions.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Gender and age have
been the two fundamental influences in patterns of
social organization. Housework is most commonly
regarded as women’s work even when a woman
works outside the home. Industrialization and de-
mocratization have given women more opportuni-
ties to play diverse roles in public life, but the basic
structure of a gender division of labor is observable
in public life. As of April 1998, 47.7 percent of all
adult females worked outside the home. Women’s
average earnings were 63.4 percent of those of men
in the same jobs. In June 1999, there was one
woman among seventeen cabinet members and no
woman vice minister. Women occupied 2.3 percent
of the provincial and local assembly seats in 1999.
Women as professional leaders in religious life are
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limited in numbers in both Christian churches and
Buddhist temples. The exception to this pattern is
seen in shamanism, in which women dominate as
priestesses.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
constitution stipulates equality of all citizens before
the law, but the norms and values that guide gender
relations in daily life continue to be influenced by an
ideology of male superiority. The interplay between
these gender role ideologies complicates the patterns
and processes of social change in the area of gender
role performance and the relative status of women
and men.

One of the consequences of these dual gender
role ideologies is the behavioral pattern that com-
partmentalize the social arena into public versus
private spheres and formal versus informal situa-
tions within each sphere of social action. The patri-
archal gender role ideology tends to guide people’s
behavior at group levels in public informal situa-
tions as well as private formal situations. Demo-
cratic egalitarianism is more readily practiced at the
societal level in public, informal situations, and at
the individual level in private, informal situations.
Thus, a woman can and did run for the presidency,
but women are expected to behave in a submissive
manner in public, informal gatherings such as din-
ner parties among professional colleagues. In pri-
vate, informal situations such as family affairs,
however, urban middle-class husbands tend to leave
the decision making to their wives. Nonetheless,
male authority as the household head (hoju) is so-
cially expected and the law favors husbands and
sons over wives and daughters.

The main sources of social change in gender
status have been the women’s movement and the
role of the state in legislating to protect women’s
rights and improve their status. In response to femi-
nist activism, some men organized the first Na-
tional Men’s Association in 1999. Complaining of
reverse sexism, they asserted that laws enacted to
prevent domestic violence and sexual harassment
unfairly favor women and vowed to campaign to
abolish the exclusively male duties of military ser-
vice so that both sexes may shoulder the duties of
national defense.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Family background and educational
level are important considerations in matchmaking.
Marriage between people with a common surname
and origin place (tongsong tongbon) was prohibited
by law until 1997. Many urbanites find their

spouse at schools or workplaces and have a love
marriage. Others may find partners through ar-
ranged meetings made by parents, relatives, friends,
and professional matchmakers.

In urban centers, the arranged meeting often
takes place in a hotel coffee shop where the man, the
woman, and their parents may meet for the first
time. After exchanging greetings and some conver-
sation, the parents leave so that the couple can talk
and decide whether they would like to see each other
again. Most individuals have freedom in choosing a
marital partner.

Marriage has been regarded as a rite of passage
that confers a social status of adulthood on an indi-
vidual. Marriage also is thought of as a union of not
just a man and a woman but of their families and a
means to ensure the continuity of the husband’s
family line. Ninety percent of women marry in
their twenties, although the average age of first-
time brides has increased from 20.4 years in 1950 to
25.9 years in 1997. Traditionally, divorce was rare,
but it tripled from 1980 to 1994.

Remarriages constituted 10.9 percent of all
marriages in 1997. Traditionally, remarriages of
widows were not allowed and remarriages of di-
vorced women were difficult. However, changes are
occurring in the remarriage pattern, especially for
divorced women. The ratio of a divorced woman
marrying a bachelor used to be lower than that of a
divorced man marrying a never-married woman.
Since 1995, however, this situation has reversed in
favor of women, with a 1997 ratio of 2.9 to 2.6
percent. Divorced women with independent eco-
nomic means, especially successful professionals,
no longer face the traditional gender bias against
their remarriage and can marry bachelors who are
younger and less occupationally advanced. This
phenomenon clearly reveals the importance of the
economic aspect of marriage.

Domestic Unit. Two-generation households con-
stituted 73.7 percent of the 11.1 million households
in 1995, one-generation and three-generation
households constituted 14.7 percent and 11.4 per-
cent, respectively. Traditionally, three-generation
stem families were patrilineally composed. That
custom continues, but some couples now live with
the parents of the wife. In an extended family, the
housekeeping tasks usually are performed by the
daughter-in-law unless she works outside the
home.

Inheritance. Traditionally, the oldest son received
a larger proportion of an inheritance than did youn-
ger sons because of his duty to coreside with aging
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South Gate in downtown Seoul, South Korea, provides
greenspace in the urban center.

parents and observe ancestor ceremonies. After the
1989 revision of the Family Law, family inheritance
must be divided equally among the sons and daugh-
ters. The children may inherit real estate, money
from savings accounts, furniture, and other family
heirlooms.

Kin Groups. Outside the family, the patrilineal kin
group (tongjok) is organized into tangnae and
munjung. Consisting of all the descendants of a
fourth-generation common patrilineal ancestor, the
members of a tangnae participate in death-day and
holiday commemoration rites of the kin group.
Munjung as a national-level organization is com-
posed of all the patrilineal descendants of the found-
ing ancestor and owns and manages corporate es-
tates for conducting the annual rites to honor
ancestors of the fifth generation and above at their
grave sites. The main purpose of these lineage orga-
nizations and ancestor rites is to assert gentry
(yangban) status and reaffirm agnatic ties. Since
food offerings and ritual equipment are costly, only
a small number of kin groups have formal lineage
organizations. The Kimhae Kim, the largest lineage,
is said to have more than 3.7 million members.
‘‘Kim’’ as the most common Korean surname is
composed of about one hundred fifty groups of that
name with different places of origin, accounting for

approximately one-fifth of the population. The
Hahoe Yu of the Hahoe Iltong village in Kyongsang
Province are the best known example of kin groups
living in the same village.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Because of rapid changes in lifestyles
in the last few decades, the care of infants varies
widely, depending, among other things, on the class
positions of a family. Generally, during the first
two years children receive great deal of affection,
indulgence, and nurturing from their parents. In-
fants seldom are separated from their mothers.
They used to be carried on the mother’s back but
today may ride in baby carriages. Many parents
sleep with their infants in the same room. Infant
care practices encourage emotional dependence of
the children on their parents.

Child Rearing and Education. Obedience, coop-
eration, respect for the elders, and filial piety are the
major values inculcated in a child’s early years.
Most children receive traditional gender role social-
ization from early childhood. Parents go to great
lengths to provide the best education for their chil-
dren, especially their sons, since parents tradition-
ally have depended on their children in old age. Chil-
dren, particularly sons, maintain a strong sense of
dependence on their parents throughout adoles-
cence and until after marriage. The differential
treatment sons and daughters receive from their
parents is considered a fundamental source of the
gender structure in Korean society, where women
are likely to be more self-reliant and individualistic
than men.

Higher Education. The traditional high regard for
education as a means to improve one’s socioeco-
nomic status continues in contemporary Korea. The
annual college entrance examinations are extremely
competitive. Many unsuccessful applicants repeat
the examinations in order to enter elite universities.
From only nineteen institutions of higher education
in 1945, the number has increased to nine hundred
fifty. Over 26 percent of men and about 13 percent
of women age twenty-five and over received higher
education as of 1995.

ETIQUETTE

Koreans are very status conscious, and their speech
behavior reflects the hierarchical relationship be-
tween social actors. Except among former class-
mates and other very close friends, adults do not use
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first names to address each other. Position titles
such as ‘‘professor,’’ ‘‘manager,’’ ‘‘director,’’ and
‘‘president’’ are used in combination with the hon-
orific suffix nim to address a social superior.

Koreans are generally courteous to the extent of
being ceremonious when they interact with social
superiors but can be very outgoing and friendly
among friends and acquaintances of equal social
status. Their behavior with strangers in urban pub-
lic situations may be characterized by indifference
and self-centeredness. Koreans appear to be rude to
strangers since they generally do not say a word
when they accidentally push or jostle other people
on the streets, and in the stores, train stations, and
airports. Traditional Confucian teaching empha-
sized propriety in the five sets of human relation-
ships, which included the relations between sover-
eign and subject, father and son, husband and wife,
senior and junior, and friend and friend. Confucian-
ism still serves as the standard of moral and social
conduct for many people.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. As a result of constitutional
guarantees of freedom of religion, there is a wide
range of religious beliefs, from shamanism, Confu-
cianism, and Buddhism to Christianity, Islam, and
other religions. Indigenous folk beliefs and sha-
manism have co-evolved, sharing a fundamental
belief in the existence of a myriad of gods (such as
the mountain gods, the house gods, and the fire
god) and spirits of the dead, all of which may influ-
ence people’s fortunes. Korean Buddhism has both
doctrinal and meditative traditions. Buddhists be-
lieve that human suffering is caused mainly by de-
sire. Thus, some Buddhists try to obtain enlighten-
ment by cultivating an attitude of detachment,
while others seek to fulfill their desires by offering
prayers of requests to Kwanum, the Bodhisattva of
Compassion. Confucianism is a political and social
philosophy that emphasizes the virtues of in, usu-
ally translated as ‘‘human-heartedness,’’ and hyo or
filial piety, which is expressed through ceremony
such as ancestor rites. The Confucian concept of
heaven is an impersonal yet willful force in nature
and society, and is beyond human control.

Early Korean Catholics who embraced Catholi-
cism as part of Western Learning (Sohak), suffered
persecution during the Choson Dynasty for re-
nouncing their ancestral rites as ‘‘pagan’’ rites.
Christianity, including both Catholicism and Prot-
estantism, has become a major religion. Lay Chris-
tians seek material and spiritual richness through

fervent prayers, while some theologians have advo-
cated new theologies focusing on the plight of the
underprivileged minjung (the ‘‘masses’’) and/or
women. Ch’ondogyo (the Teaching of the Heavenly
Way), which began as Tonghak (Eastern Learning),
founded by Ch’oe Che U in 1860, is a syncretistic
religion that grew on the grassroots level.
‘‘Humanity and heaven are one and the same’’ is its
basic tenet, which emphasizes human dignity and
gender equality.

Religious Practitioners. Shamans derive their
power from their ability to serve as a medium be-
tween the spirit world and their clients during kut
(shaman rituals). The Buddhist and Christian clergy
derive their power from their knowledge of scrip-
ture. Another source of power for the clergy of
major religions is the wealth their churches have
accumulated from the contributions of followers.
The activities of the Christian clergy include not
only sermons but also routine personal visits to the
homes of their congregants. Buddhist monks may
perform personalized prayer services in return for
monetary donations.

Rituals and Holy Places. A shaman keeps a shrine
where her guardian deity and the instruments for
ritual services are kept. Kut, which include songs,
dances, and incantations, are performed at various
places to secure good fortune, cure illnesses, or
guide the spirit of a deceased person to heaven. Nu-
merous Koreans perform Confucian-style ceremo-
nies to commemorate their ancestors on death dates
and special holidays at home and/or grave sites. The
National Confucian Academy in Seoul holds semi-
monthly and semiannual ceremonies to honor Con-
fucius, his disciples, and other Confucian sages.
Christian churches are ubiquitous in urban and ru-
ral areas. Some offer services not only on Sundays
but also at predawn hours on weekdays. Leading
Christian churches have huge new buildings that
can accommodate several thousand worshipers.
Buddhist temples used to be located away from
urban centers near the mountains, but more tem-
ples are now being erected in urban areas.

Death and the Afterlife. Many Koreans believe in
ancestral spirits and observe Confucian rituals con-
cerning funerals, mourning practices, and memo-
rial services. Folk beliefs about the afterlife are
somewhat influenced by Buddhism but are charac-
terized by diversity. Mourning periods vary, de-
pending on the social status of the deceased, from
one day to two years. Selecting good grave sites
according to geomantic principles is regarded as im-
portant for both the ancestral spirit and the descen-
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Shoppers indulge in the markets and stores of the Namdaemun shopping district in downtown Seoul, South Korea.

dants’ fortune. At domestic rites performed on the
eve of the death day and on major holidays, the
ancestral image is that of living, dependent, and
inactive parents to whom food and wine are offered.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

The health care system includes both Western and
traditional medicine. As a result of increasing public
demand for traditional medicine, the Oriental Medi-
cine Bureau was established in the Ministry of
Health and Welfare in 1966. There were 62,609
Western doctors and 9,289 traditional doctors in
1997. Traditional doctors practice acupuncture and
prescribe herbal medicine for the prevention and
treatment of illness. Some people turn to a shaman
for elaborate kut performance to cure illnesses at-
tributed to evil spirits.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

The two most important national holidays are New
Year’s Day and Ch’usok (which falls on the eighth
full moon by the lunar calendar). Koreans observe
both solar and lunar New Year’s holidays of which
many people wear hanbok (traditional dress), offer
sebae (New Year’s greetings with a ‘‘big bow’’) to
their parents, eat ttok-kuk (rice-cake soup), play

traditional games, and observe ancestor rites. On
Ch’usok, the harvest festival celebrations include
eating special foods such as songp’yon (half-moon-
shaped rice cakes) and making family visits to an-
cestral graves to tidy the tomb area and offer fruits
and other foods, including steamed rice cooked with
newly harvested grain.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Literature. Korean classical literature was written
in Chinese, and the late Koryo and early Choson sijo
poems dealt mainly with the theme of loyalty. The
kasa form of Choson poetry expressed individual
sentiments and moral admonitions. After the cre-
ation of the Korean alphabet, many works of fiction
were written in Han’gul and royal ladies wrote
novels depicting their personal situations and pri-
vate thoughts. Modern literature started in the mid-
nineteenth century as a result of the new Western-
style education and the Korean language and litera-
ture movement. The themes of twentieth-century
literature reflect the national experiences coloniza-
tion, postliberation division of the homeland, the
Korean War, urbanization, and industrialization.
Translations of literary works began to appear in
foreign countries in the 1980s. The novelists whose

S O U T H K O R E A

1 2 2 6



works have been most widely translated are Hwang
Sun-won and Kim Tong-ri.

Graphic Arts. Traditional brush paintings include
realistic landscapes; genre paintings of flowers,
birds, and the daily lives of ordinary people; and
calligraphic presentations of Chinese phrases extol-
ling Confucian virtues such as filial piety and loy-
alty decorated with designs and pictures. Tradi-
tional sculptures in bronze, stone, and rock were
inspired by Buddhism. The Sakyamuni Buddha in
the rotunda of the Sokkuram Grotto is regarded as a
national masterpiece.

Performance Arts. Korean music and dance
evolved over three thousand years from the religious
ceremonies of shamanism and Buddhism and often
were linked to the agricultural cycle. Traditional
music has two genres: Chong’ak (‘‘correct music’’), a
genre of chamber music with a leisurely tempo and a
meditative character, and minsok’ak (folk music),
characterized by spontaneity and emotionality.
P’ansori as a category of folk vocal music is a unique
combination of singing and storytelling by a single
vocalist with the accompaniment of a changgo (tradi-
tional drum). The Tale of Ch’unhyang, a love story
and one of the five extant traditional p’ansori com-
positions, requires more than eight hours to per-
form. Among folk instrumental music, samul nori
has been the most popular form since the 1970s. The
primarily percussive music is played on gongs made
of bronze and leather and double-headed hourglass
and barrel drums. Koreans also enjoy classical and
popular Western music. South Korea has thirty-one
symphony orchestras and has produced interna-
tionally renowned violinists such as Kyung-hwa
Chung and Sarah Chang.

There are two categories of traditional dance:
court dances and folk dances performed by farmers,
shamans, and villagers. Kut and nong-ak (farmers’
festival music), which combine music and dance
with ritual and entertainment, continue to be popu-
lar. Mask dances performed by villagers combined
dance with satiric drama, making fun of erring
officials and monks for entertainment and ethical
edification. The Traditional Dance Institute of the
Korean National University of Arts was established
in 1998 to educate future generations in the tradi-
tional dance heritage.

THE STATE OF THE PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES

The Korean Advanced Institute of Science and Tech-
nology was established by the government in 1971

as a model for research-oriented universities pro-
ducing scientists and engineers. The Pohang Univer-
sity of Science and Technology was founded with
similar aims by the Pohang Steel Corporation in
1986. The Korean Science and Engineering Founda-
tion and the Korea Research Foundation are the
major funding agencies for university research in
basic science. The Academy of Korean Studies was
founded in 1978 to encourage in-depth social sci-
ence and humanities studies of the heritage of the
Korean nation. Since 1980, it has offered graduate
courses in Korean studies.
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CULTURE NAME

Kuwaiti

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

State of Kuwait, Dawlat al Kuwayt

ORIENTATION

Identification. Modern day Kuwaitis are the de-
scendants of several nomadic tribes and clans who
ultimately settled on the coast of the Arabian Gulf
during the eighteenth century to avoid the persis-
tent drought of the desert. When they arrived at the
coast, the clans built forts to protect themselves
from other nomadic tribes who still traversed the
desert. The name Kuwait is derived from kut, an
Arabic word for ‘‘fort.’’

Location and Geography. Kuwait is a small coun-
try located in the Middle East on the Persian Gulf,
between Iraq and Saudi Arabia. It is a desert country
with intensely hot summers and short, cool win-
ters. The terrain varies minimally, between flat and
slightly undulating desert plains.

Demography. The population of Kuwait in 2000
was estimated at 1,973,572, including 1,159,913
non-Kuwaiti citizens. A variety of ethnic groups re-
side in this country, and only around 40 percent of
the population is Kuwaiti. People from surrounding
Middle Eastern nations, such as Egypt, Palestine,
Jordan, Lebanon, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen,
constitute 35 percent of the population. This make
up is often in flux, depending on the dynamics and
relationships between surrounding countries. After
the Gulf War the entire population of Palestinians
was expelled from Kuwait, because they were be-
lieved to sympathize with Iraq. In addition to these
Arabian and African populations, approximately 9
percent of the population is Indian, 4 percent of the
population is Iranian, and the remaining 7 percent is
consists of other foreign nationals. Approximately

29 percent of the population is 14 years or under, 68
percent is between the ages of 15 and 64, and 2
percent of the population is over 65 years of age.
Around 60 percent of the population is male, while
40 percent of the population is female.

Linguistic Affiliation. Arabic is the official lan-
guage, and English is widely spoken.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. For centuries Kuwait
was merely a transitory home for Arabic nomads.
Located between Mesopotamia and the Indus river
valley, this arid terrain was a trade link between
these two civilizations. In the early 16th century
Portuguese invaded the Arabian Gulf and built a fort
where Kuwait City now stands. The Portuguese used
the area as a base from which to make further excur-
sions north, but their residence in the Arabian Desert
was short-lived. Thus, up until the 18th century,
Kuwait was a territory of shifting communities.

It was in 1710 that the Sabahs, a nomadic com-
munity of people of Arabian descent, settled in what
is now Kuwait city. In the mid 18th century, mem-
bers of the Utab clan, from what is now Saudi Ara-
bia, began to settle in Kuwait. Within a span of fifty
years, the town burgeoned into an important trad-
ing post, with boat building and the excavation and
cultivation of pearls being the two main industries.

National Identity. Kuwaitis are increasingly a mi-
nority in their own country. The fear that has
arisen from this loss of dominance, compounded by
the country’s precarious relationship with neigh-
boring nations such as Iraq, has led to extremist
policies and practices regarding the assertion of na-
tionality and the rights of Kuwaiti nationals.

Ethnic Relations. Ethnic Kuwaitis struggle to
maintain their cultural dominance in an increas-
ingly complex society. Dominant Kuwaiti culture is
homogeneous, and adheres to traditional values de-
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veloped in the desert plains in accordance with the
teachings of Islam. There is tension, however, be-
tween these cultural norms and the other ethnic
groups who reside in Kuwait. Most Kuwaiti work-
ers have government jobs, an opportunity generally
denied to foreign nationals. Also, there are restric-
tions against foreigners owning property and busi-
nesses. These social and economic gaps between
nationals and other ethnic groups increases the fric-
tion between Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis residing in
the country.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

Over the span of just two hundred years, Kuwait
shifted from a nomadic population to an urban
population. The development of the urban environ-
ment has largely been influenced by Islam, and
Kuwaiti homes reflect the tenets of Islam as clearly

as they reflect the influence of desert life and cul-
ture. Most homes are rectangular in shape and are
organized around an inner courtyard. This court-
yard allows for an enclosed yet open environment,
and at the same time protects from the wind and
direct sunlight in the arid desert climate. Generally
homes are clustered together to unite and serve the
needs of an extended family. As family size in-
creases, more rooms are built on to accommodate
the new members.

The manner in which space is used in Kuwait
reflects the traditional relationship between men
and women. In nomadic times, tents would be sepa-
rated by screens or a cloth, so that men could enter-
tain unrelated men, as is their custom, without
having the guests come into contact with female
kin. With the advent of urban living, homes were
built with what is known as a ‘‘double circulation
system’’ so that men and women could avoid con-
tact with one another, and most importantly so
that women were not in contact with strange men.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. After centuries of living as
nomads, surviving off of subsistence farming and
animal husbandry, the relatively recent increase in
the income of many Kuwaitis has lead to a rapid rise
in the relative obesity of the general population. Still
operating under the precept that plump children are
healthy, Kuwaitis eat a very rich diet, and do not
engage in physical exercise like they did in the past.
The shift from a nomadic to sedentary lifestyle hap-
pened quickly with industrialization and urbaniza-
tion coinciding with the advent of the oil industry in
the past century, and habits of nutrition have not
completely changed to accommodate the present
environment.

An average Kuwaiti person eats three meals each
day. Breakfast often includes some meat, such as
fried liver or kidneys, and a dairy product such as
cheese or yogurt. For lunch and dinner, several meat
dishes may be served. In the desert, vegetables and
grains were largely unavailable. Subsequently, meat
was a staple of the desert nomad’s diet. As in the
past, meat remains a central part of the Kuwaiti diet.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. For Ku-
waitis, it is very important to be generous in pro-
viding food for guests. For ceremonial occasions
such as weddings, people will roast an entire sheep
and serve it on a bed of saffron rice.

As Kuwait is predominately an Islamic country,
alcohol is illegal within its borders. Islam influences
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many customs regarding food, the most prominent
of which is the fasting month of Ramadan. During
Ramadan, practitioners of Islam fast between sun-
rise and sunset. Also at this time, the consumption
of food, drink, and tobacco in public is forbidden.

Basic Economy. With only 5 percent of the land
suitable for farming, Kuwait is dependent on inter-
national trade for the provision of most basic neces-
sities, including food, clothing, and construction
materials. However, that dependency is tempered
by the fact that Kuwait is one of the largest oil
producing countries in the world, an energy source
upon which virtually every developed nation is de-
pendent. Kuwait’s relationship with trading part-
ners is thus defined by the countries respective in-
terdependence.

Land Tenure and Property. Many people live in
urban areas because of the necessity of sharing
scarce resources in the desert. This factor also influ-
ences the price of available property: prices are high
and the general population has limited ability to
actually own property.

Major Industries. The economy of Kuwait is de-
pendent on the oil industry. During the war with
Iraq many oil refining facilities were destroyed, but
this industry remains of enormous importance to
Kuwait. To protect oil interests, and to protect
against larger countries taking advantage of Ku-
wait, the country was one of the founding members
of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC).

Trade. Kuwait was built on the trade between Mes-
opotamia and the Indus river valley. Throughout its
history Kuwait has depended on trade, and today
exports total $13.5 billion each year in oil, refined
products, and fertilizers. Japan, India, the United
States, South Korea, and Singapore are the major
recipients of their exports. Kuwait imports $8.1 bil-
lion a year in food, construction materials, vehicles
and parts, and clothing from the United States, Ja-
pan, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Italy.

Division of Labor. The labor force includes 1.3
million people. The government and social services
employ 50 percent of the labor force, businesses
employ 40 percent, and the remaining 10 percent
are employed in agriculture. This labor force is di-
vided along ethnic lines, with Kuwaitis holding
most of the government jobs and owning most of
the of businesses in the private sector. Non-Ku-
waitis generally labor in various businesses and in
the oil industry.

The towers and pipes of a Kuwait oil refinery contribute to the
nation’s most important industry.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. There are five levels of social
stratification in Kuwaiti society, and these divisions
are based on wealth. At the apex of the social hierar-
chy is the ruling family. Below that are old Kuwaiti
merchant families. In the middle of the strata are
former Bedouins, Arabian Desert nomads, who set-
tled in Kuwait with the advent of the oil industry.
Next come Arabs from neighboring countries, and
at the bottom of this hierarchy are foreigners.

Within classes there are strong kinship bonds,
which help maintain the social structure. Social
stratification is perpetuated by the state, as in the
legal ability to own property by cultural factors,
such as marriage patterns, and by social rights,
such as the provision or lack of state funded educa-
tion, healthcare, and housing. Within this hierar-
chy there are enormous gaps between the vastly
rich, the middle class, and the extraordinarily poor
migrants.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. Kuwaiti government is nominally a
constitutional monarchy, headed by the Amir. The
constitution was approved and implemented on 11
November 1962. Upon the development of this con-
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Kuwaiti men in traditional robes attend a meeting in Kuwait.

stitutional monarchy, Kuwait developed a National
Assembly. This form of democracy was short-lived,
however. In August 1976, Sheikh Sabah dissolved
the assembly under the premise that legislation was
being manipulated to increase private gain for offi-
cials. As a political system built on a hierarchy of
clans, nepotism is rampant in the Kuwaiti govern-
ment. Therefore, it is in the Amir’s power to dissolve
the parliament, and within two months it must be
re-elected, or the previous parliament will be insti-
tuted again.

Leadership and Political Officials. There are not
any national political parties or leaders, yet several
political groups act as de facto parties; these include
the Bedouins, merchants, nationalists, Sunni and
Shi’a activists, and secular leftists. These de facto
parties are divided along the lines of class and reli-
gion.

Social Problems and Control. Social problems
stem predominantly from the various systemic hi-
erarchies. Within these structures, groups and indi-
viduals are constantly struggling to either improve
or maintain their position. As of late, the position of
women within these structures has been a subject of
great debate. Similarly, the degree to which Islam
should influence political structures is also a source
of debate and contention. Presently, political and

social controls are influenced by a combination of
Islam and tradition, but this is being questioned in
the increasingly multicultural environment of
Kuwait.

Military Activity. Kuwait has an army, navy, and
air force. The national police force, national guard,
and coast guard are also part of the military. During
1999-2000, $2.5 billion (U.S.) was spent on the
military.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

Social service programs have long been an impor-
tant agenda item for Kuwait’s government, with
education and health being two of the country’s
major expenditures. In the past there have been
many programs providing housing and subsidizing
services such as water, electricity, and gasoline. Re-
cently, however, these programs have been cut back
and are being re-evaluated, as they have lead to an
extreme amount of reliance on the state for basic
services.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

In the past the Kuwait Fund for Arabic Economic
Development was one of the largest and most influ-
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Kuwaiti women demonstrate for suffrage. These women reflect the emerging prominence of women in Kuwaiti political and
social life.

ential nongovernmental organizations in the coun-
try. Founded in 1961, the organization made mas-
sive loans and provided technical expertise to assist
Arab and other developing nations develop their
economies. In the aftermath of the war with Iraq,
Kuwait has been the recipient of assistance from
neighboring countries.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Both Kuwaiti cus-
tom and law enforce a division of labor by gender.
Unlike other Arabic countries, women are involved
various aspects of the labor force, but the percent-
age of women involved in labor outside of the home
is small. Those women who are gainfully employed
often work in the social services, in clerical posi-
tions, and as teachers. Few women are owners or
managers of small businesses.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. The
tension between traditional Kuwaiti Islamic values
and Western values is evidenced in the roles and
status afforded to men and women within Kuwaiti
society. Many women still go veiled and wear the
traditional black, but many girls in the younger
generation follow the dictates of western fashion.
Female students are a majority at Kuwait Univer-

sity, and women are prominent in the country’s
commercial life and in the civil service. Women are
openly agitating for the relaxation of social restric-
tions on females, more women’s rights, and an
increase in job opportunities.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Most marriages in Kuwait are arranged,
in accordance with tradition. Intermarriage occurs
within clans, but not between social classes.
Women, regardless of their age, need their father’s
permission to marry. Also, a woman cannot marry
a non-Muslim, although a man is afforded this
privilege. In addition, a woman can only marry one
spouse, while a man has the legal right to four
wives.

Domestic Unit. Family forms the basis of Kuwaiti
society. Extended families live together, both out of
necessity caused by limited housing space, and so
that all family members can be involved in the so-
cialization of future generations and maintain fa-
milial and cultural traditions.

Inheritance. In accordance with Islam, both men
and women have equal property rights.
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SOCIALIZATION

Child Rearing and Education. All schooling for
Kuwaitis is free, and between the ages of six and
fourteen, attendance is compulsory. While the gov-
ernment stresses the importance of education re-
gardless of gender, most schools are segregated on
the basis of gender after kindergarten. The definition
of literacy used by the government is that one must
be over the age of fifteen and capable of reading and
writing. With this in mind, 79 percent of the popu-
lation is literate, with 82 percent of men and 75
percent of women meeting these criteria.

Higher Education. There is only one university in
the country, but because of the great value placed
on education, the government awards scholarships
for many Kuwaitis to pursue higher education.
There are also several post-secondary technical in-
stitutes where one may pursue knowledge of elec-
tronics, air-conditioning, and diesel and petrol en-
gines, all necessary to the major industries of
Kuwait.

ETIQUETTE

Kuwaitis, like other Arab populations, have differ-
ent personal boundaries than Westerners. In gen-
eral, they sit, talk, and stand closer to one another.
It is common for members of the same sex to touch
one another during their interactions as an expres-
sion of their friendship, and men often shake hands
upon greeting and departure. Socially, physical
contact between men and women is not acceptable.
To Kuwaitis, honor, reputation, and respect are pri-
mary concerns.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The main religion in Kuwait is
Islam: approximately 85 percent of the population
is Muslim. There are two main sub-sects of Islam in
Kuwait, 45 percent of the population is Sunni Mus-
lim, while 40 percent of the population is Shi’a
Muslim. The remaining 15 percent of the popula-
tion practices Christianity, Hinduism, Parsi, and
other religions.

Rituals and Holy Places. For practitioners, the
most essential tenet of Islam is the purification of
the soul through prayers, known as salat, five
times each day. The purpose of this activity is to
strengthen one’s commitment to god. Cleanliness
and proper hygiene are prerequisites for the ritual
prayers—in Islam good physical health and good
spiritual health are intertwined.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

In Islam the importance of good health cannot be
overemphasized. With this in mind every Kuwaiti
citizen is provided both care in sickness and preven-
tative medicine.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Both New Years Day on 1 January and Kuwaiti
National Day on 25 February are celebrated.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Graphic Arts. In Kuwait, as in many Islamic coun-
tries, the art of calligraphy is one of the most long-
standing and thriving forms of expression. Arabic
calligraphy is considered to be the ultimate expres-
sion of god’s words. Because in traditional Islam
sculptural and figurative forms of art were per-
ceived as idolatry, calligraphy was considered an
acceptable, alternative form of art and expression.
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CULTURE NAME

Kyrgyz

ALTERNATIVE NAMES

Kirgiz, Kirghiz, Kara-Kyrgyz, Kirghizstan

ORIENTATION

Identification. The name qirqiz or kyrgyz dates
back to the eighth century. The Kyrgyz people orig-
inated in the Siberian region of the Yenisey Valley
and traveled to the area of modern-day Kyrgyzstan
in response to pressure from the Mongols. The
Kyrgyz people believe that their name means kirk-
kyz, (forty girls), and that they are descended from
forty tribes. Today the majority of Kyrgyz people
live in the Kyrgyz Republic, also known as
Kyrgyzstan, but there are large populations living
in China, Afghanistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.
Kyrgyzstan was formerly the Kirghiz Soviet So-
cialist Republic, or Kirghizia.

Location and Geography. Kyrgyzstan has an area
of 76,500 square miles (198,500 square kilome-
ters). Its neighbors are China to the southeast,
Kazakstan to the north, Tajikistan to the southwest,
and Uzbekistan to the northwest. In addition,
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan control two enclaves
each within Kyrgyzstan’s borders in the southern
part of the country. Ninety-four percent of the land
is mountainous, and only 20 percent of the land is
arable. The valleys are densely populated along the
few paved roads.

The capital, Bishkek, is in the north, near the
Kazak border, where it was known as Frunze during
the Soviet era. The country is divided into north and
south by mountain ranges. Northern culture has
been influenced by Russians, while southern culture
has absorbed Uzbek traditions. The Naryn region in
central Kyrgyzstan is relatively isolated, and it is
here that the Kyrgyz culture is most ‘‘pure.’’

Demography. In 1998 the population of
Kyrgyzstan was estimated at more than 4.5 mil-
lion. Approximately 52.4 percent of the inhabitants
are ethnically Kyrgyz. Ethnic Russians (22.5 per-
cent) and Uzbeks (12.6 percent) make up the largest
minorities. Many smaller groups, including Ukrai-
nians, Germans, Dungans, Kazaks, Tajiks,
Uighours, Koreans, and Chinese, make up the re-
mainder. Many Kyrgyzstan-born Germans and
Russians emigrated after the fall of the Soviet
Union, but due to government efforts, Russian emi-
gration has slowed. The Kyrgyz have a high birth
rate, and have become the ethnic majority since in-
dependence.

Linguistic Affiliation. Kyrgyz is a Turkic lan-
guage, most closely related to Kazak. Kyrgyz is mu-
tually intelligible with both Kazak and Uzbek.
Northern pronunciation varies from southern and
has more Russian loanwords. Many Uzbek
loanwords are used in the south.

Kyrgyz was originally written in Arabic script,
but Soviet policy changed its alphabet first to Latin
and then to a modified Cyrillic. After independence
the Kyrgyz government discussed returning to the
Latin alphabet, but this transition has not taken
place. In 2000 Russian was adopted as an official
national language. It is still commonly used as the
language of business, and many ethnic Russians
cannot speak Kyrgyz. All children study Kyrgyz,
Russian, and English in school.

Symbolism. Public art abounds in the form of
statues, murals, roadside plaques, and building dec-
orations. One of the most popular themes is Manas,
the legendary father and hero of the Kyrgyz people.
His deeds are commemorated in the national epic
Manas, which is chanted by manaschis. Manas is the
symbol of Kyrgyz bravery and is often shown
astride a rearing horse, with sword in hand, fight-
ing the enemies of the Kyrgyz people.
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While they call Manas their ‘‘father,’’ the
Kyrgyz do not see themselves as a warlike people.
Instead, they are a family of artists. This identity is
embodied in the yurt, or boz-ui, the traditional
Kyrgyz dwelling. The boz-ui is an important cul-
tural symbol, as both the center of the Kyrgyz fam-
ily and the showplace of Kyrgyz art. The Kyrgyz
flag reflects this. On a field of red a yellow sun is
centered with forty rays coming from it. In the
center of the sun is a tunduk, the top of the boz-ui. It
was under this that the family gathered.

Inside the boz-ui are hung all the forms of
Kyrgyz craftsmanship, including rugs called
shirdaks. They are made of brightly colored ap-
pliquéd wool felt, with stylized nature motifs that
have been passed down for generations. These mo-
tifs are also often used for borders and decorations
on public art.

Other important symbols are taken from the
Kyrgyz landscape. The unofficial national anthem is
‘‘Ala-Too,’’ which names the various features of
Kyrgyzstan’s landscape. The mountains are de-
scribed as a body wearing snow and sky, and Lake
Issyk-Kul is the eye. Issyk-Kul, in the northeastern
part of the country, is called the ‘‘Pearl of
Kyrgyzstan,’’ and its beauty is a source of great

pride. Both the mountains and the lake are on the
Kyrgyz seal behind a large golden eagle, flanked by
shirdak designs, cotton, and wheat.

HISTORY AND ETHNIC RELATIONS

Emergence of the Nation. The Kyrgyz people were
originally settled in Siberia. Pressure from the Mon-
gols forced their group to splinter into nomadic
tribes and move to the region now known as
Kyrgyzstan. Here they were subdued by the
Kokandian Khanate, but there were many rebel-
lions. The Kyrgyz allied with Russia as it expanded
to the south. Russia then conquered the Kokands
and ruled the Kyrgyz as a part of Russian
Turkestan. The Kyrgyz rebelled in 1916 against the
Russian peasant influx and the loss of grazing land.
After the Communists took control, groups such as
the Basmachi movement continued to fight for in-
dependence. Stalin’s collective farms caused protests
in the form of killing herds and fleeing to China.

National Identity. Until the advent of Communist
control, the Kyrgyz were still a nomadic people
made up of individual tribes. The idea of a Kyrgyz
nation was fostered under Soviet rule. Kyrgyz tradi-
tions, national dress, and art were defined as distinct

K Y R G Y Z S T A N

1 2 3 6



from their neighbors. Today people will name the
Kyrgyz national hat (kalpak), instrument (komuz),
sport (uulak), house (boz-ui), drink (kumyss), and
foods. Stalin then intentionally drew borders incon-
sistent with the traditional locations of ethnic popu-
lations, leaving large numbers of ethnic Uzbeks and
Turkmen within Kirghizia’s borders. This was sup-
posed to maintain a level of interethnic tension in
the area, so that these closely related groups would
not rise up against him.

Kyrgyzstan, like many of its neighbors, voted
against independence when the Soviet Union col-
lapsed. With no history as an independent nation,
they have struggled with the loss of centralized
government control. The people of Kyrgyzstan are,
however, meeting these challenges, and Kyrgyzstan
is held up as the most democratic and market-ori-
ented country in Central Asia.

Ethnic Relations. Kyrgyzstan is an ethnically di-
verse country, which leads to tensions between and
among different groups. Unlike in neighboring
Uzbekistan, the Russian people are not vilified or
considered morally corrupt. However, Russians claim
there is discrimination by Kyrgyz people. In addition,
smaller groups, such as the Uighours and the
Dungans, complain of widespread discrimination.

The strongest ethnic tensions are felt between
the Uzbeks and the Kyrgyz, particularly in the
southern region of Osh. In 1990 riots and fighting
broke out between these groups over competition
for housing and job segregation. It is estimated that
two hundred to a thousand people were killed in the
fighting. Intergovernmental tension is also high,
fueling ethnic conflicts.

URBANISM, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE USE
OF SPACE

The Kyrgyz people did not have an established ar-
chitecture of their own before they came under Rus-
sian rule. Governmental and urban architecture is
in the Soviet style. Cities were designed with many
parks and plazas filled with benches that focused on
monuments to Soviet achievements. Much of the
housing in urban centers consists of large apart-
ment blocks, where families live in two- or three-
room apartments. Bazaars come in all sizes, and are
divided so that products of the same type are sold
side by side.

Most houses are of one story, with open-ended
peaked roofs that provide storage space. Outer deco-
rations vary by ethnicity. Families live in fenced-in
compounds that may contain the main house, an

Skaters in Ala-Too Square, Bishkek.

outdoor kitchen, barns for animals, sheds for storage,
gardens, and fruit trees. The traditional dwelling was
the portable boz-ui, made of wool felt on a collapsible
wooden frame, which people still live in when they
take their animals to the summer pastures.

Furniture is a Western adaptation, and its use
varies between the north and the south. In the north
most families will have a kitchen table with chairs.
They also may have a low table for meals, with
either stools or sitting mats called tushuks. They
sleep on beds or convertible couches, and usually
there is a couch in the room where the television is
kept. Many families also have an outdoor cooking
area and eating place for summer use. Sleeping,
cooking, and formal areas are kept separate.

In the south there is minimal furniture. A table,
sofa, and chairs are kept in a formal room, along
with a cabinet full of the family’s glassware and
books. Large social gatherings usually take place in
a special room with two alcoves built into a wall.
Decorative chests are placed in the alcoves, and the
family’s embroidered sleeping mats and pillows are
displayed on top.

Southern families may have a low table, or they
may spread a dastarkon (tablecloth) directly on the
floor and surround it with tushuks to sit on. The
dastarkon is treated as a table and is never stepped
on. People sleep on the floor on layers of tushuks,
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which are neatly folded and placed in a corner of the
room during the day. In summer, platforms are set
out in the garden for eating and sleeping on, often
with railings to lean against. Families may sleep in
the kitchen in the winter if there is a woodstove.

Throughout the country, floors and walls are
lined with carpets and fabric hangings. Furniture
usually is placed along the walls, leaving most of a
room empty.

FOOD AND ECONOMY

Food in Daily Life. Common dishes include:
lagman (hand-rolled noodles in a broth of meat and
vegetables), manti (dumplings filled with either on-
ion and meat, or pumpkin), plov (rice fried with
carrots and topped with meat), pelmeni, (a Russian
dish of small meat-filled dumplings in broth),
ashlam-foo (cold noodles topped with vegetables in
spicy broth and pieces of congealed corn starch),
samsa (meat or pumpkin-filled pastries), and fried
meat and potatoes. Most meat is mutton, although
beef, chicken, turkey, and goat are also eaten.
Kyrgyz people don’t eat pork, but Russians do. Fish
is either canned or dried. Lagman and manti are the
everyday foods of the north, while plov is the staple
of the south.

Most people eat four or five times a day, but
only one large meal. The rest are small, mostly
consisting of tea, bread, snacks, and condiments.
These include vareynya (jam), kaimak, (similar to
clotted cream), sara-mai (a form of butter), and
various salads.

Kyrgyz cafes, chaikanas, and ashkanas usually
will have six or seven dishes, as well as two or three
side dishes, on the menu. Many places also will
serve shashlik, which is marinated mutton grilled
on a skewer. It is common for only a few of the
menu items to be available on any given day. Drink
options are limited to tea, soda, and mineral water.
Patrons are expected to order as a group and all eat
the same entree. Ristoran (restaurants) usually have
more varied European and Russian dishes.

Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions. During
holidays and personal celebrations, a sheep is killed
and cooked. In the north, the main course is besh-
barmak, which is accompanied by elaborate prepa-
rations. The sheep is slaughtered by slitting its
throat, and the blood is drained onto the ground.
Then the carcass is skinned and butchered, and the
organ meats are prepared. The intestines are cleaned
and braided. The first course is shorpo, a soup cre-
ated from boiling the meat and organs, usually

with vegetables and pieces of chopped fat. The
roasted sheep’s head is then served and distributed
among the honored guests. The fat, liver, other or-
gans, and the majority of the meat are divided
equally and served to the guests, with the expecta-
tion that they will take this home. Guests receive a
cut of meat that corresponds to their status. The
remaining meat goes into the besh-barmak. It is
shredded into small pieces and mixed with noodles
and a little broth, which is served in a communal
bowl and eaten with the hands.

In the south, the main course is most often plov.
The sheep is killed and prepared in the same manner
as in the north. Shorpo also is served, and the meat,
fat, and organ meats are shared and taken home in
the same way; however, it is rare for the head to be
eaten. Plov is served in large platters shared by two
or three people, and often is eaten with the hands.

For a funeral and sometimes a marriage, a horse
will be killed instead of a sheep. The intestines are
then used to make sausage.

In the summer a traditional drink called kumyss
is available. This is made of fermented mare’s milk,
and is drunk at celebrations when it is in season.
Multiple shots of vodka are mandatory at all cele-
brations.

Basic Economy. After the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, Kyrgyzstan went into a deep recession. The
economy seemed to be improving in 1997, with low
inflation and high growth percentages predicted for
1998, but the troubled Russian economy caused
renewed economic difficulties.

Kyrgyzstan is considered self-sufficient in both
food and energy. Despite this, electricity is either
unpredictable or rationed in the winter. About 35
percent of the people are involved in agriculture,
and nearly every village family has a garden where
they grow food to support their needs. Most people
have a small amount of livestock, such as sheep,
cows, and chickens. Excess produce and dairy prod-
ucts are commonly sold to neighbors or at the
bazaar.

Unemployment is high, but many people make
money by selling goods at the bazaar or by using
their private cars as taxis. Kyrgyzstan is dependent
on other countries, such as Turkey and China, for
consumer goods and chemical products. Since inde-
pendence, most manufacturing plants and factories
have closed or are working at reduced capacities.

Average salaries are higher in the north. State
employees may not be paid for months at a time.
Pensioners receive minimal monthly payments as
well as flour and cooking oil. In 1998, a total of 23
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percent of households could not meet their basic
food needs.

Land Tenure and Property. Early attempts at
privatization led to rioting in Osh in 1990, so this
process was put on hold. Farmland cannot be
owned by individuals, but it is possible to hold land
rights for up to ninety-nine years.

Commercial Activities. Kyrgyzstan is a country
with few natural resources. The economy is based
on agriculture, mining, and animal products. Most
exports are in the form of raw materials.
Kyrgyzstan has deposits of gold, coal, bismuth,
mercury, antimony, tungsten, and copper. The
most important export is hydroelectric power.

Major Industries. Craftsmanship accounts for
nearly half of Kyrgyzstan’s yearly production. Arti-
sans make saddles, carpets such as shirdaks and
alakiis, embroidered hangings called tushkiis, and are
skilled at goldsmithing. Other industries include
metallurgy as well as those for mechanical and elec-
trical materials, motors and electronic components,
and some textiles. The processing of animal products
such as in tanning, shoe manufacturing, wool pro-
duction, and animal slaughter also are important.

The Kumtor gold mine has been rated as the
seventh biggest in terms of world importance. Agri-
culturally, wheat, potatoes, sugar beets, and to-
bacco are the most important crops. Cotton and
silkworms for silk production also are grown.

Trade. Kyrgyzstan trades with one hundred other
countries. Within the CIS, its largest-volume trad-
ing partners are Russia, Kazakstan, and Uzbekistan;
outside the CIS, they are Germany, China, Turkey,
the United States, and Korea. In 1998, Kyrgyzstan’s
exports came to $513.7 million (U.S.), and its im-
ports equaled $841.5 million (U.S.). Kyrgyzastan’s
major exports are precious metals, power resources,
tobacco, and cotton, while major imports include
fuel and energy, commodity goods, equipment, and
machinery.

Division of Labor. The law states that those under
eighteen cannot work, but children often help their
parents in the fields and by selling goods. At harvest
time, village schools often close so that the children
can work.

Jobs are scarce, and people take whatever is
available. Russians tend to work in cities, where ser-
vice sector jobs are available. Uzbeks typically work
in the bazaar, selling goods. Many Kyrgyz grow
crops and tend livestock. These divisions of labor are
often a result of where people choose to live.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Classes and Castes. Because of the economic
hardships endured since independence, Kyrgyzstan
has a very small upper class and a large lower class.
While ethnic Kyrgyz may be in either class, it is
more rare to find other ethnic groups in the upper
class, which consists mainly of politicians and com-
munity leaders.

Symbols of Social Stratification. Speaking Rus-
sian and dressing in a Western manner, having a
two-story house, a Mercedes, or a BMW are all
signs of wealth. Poor knowledge of Russian is con-
sidered a sign of lower-class status.

POLITICAL LIFE

Government. The Kyrgyz government is basically
democratic, with three governmental branches: the
president and his advisers; the Parliament, which
has two houses; and the courts. Parliament is made
up of the Legislative Assembly and the Assembly of
People’s Representatives. In February 1996 a refer-
endum was passed that expanded the president’s
powers with respect to Parliament, but Parliament
has shown its ability to function separately from
the president.

Leadership and Political Officials. As of 1996,
there were fifteen political parties active within
Kyrgyzstan. The parties with the most support are
the ‘‘Bei Becharalar’’ Party with thirty-two thou-
sand members, the Communist Party with twenty-
five thousand members, the Party of Protection of
Industrial, Agricultural Employees and Low Reve-
nue Families with fifteen thousand members, and
the Democratic Party ‘‘Erkin Kyrgyzstan’’ with
nearly thirteen thousand members. Other parties
include the Social Democratic Party, the Democratic
Party of Women, the Democratic Party of Economic
Unity, and the Agrarian Labor Party.

Political power is closely linked to wealth, both
locally and on a national scale. Corruption and buy-
ing votes, as well as ballot box stuffing, are com-
mon during elections. Kyrgyzstan was the first
Central Asian country to hold a presidential election
after independence.

Social Problems and Control. The Ministry of
Internal Affairs (MIA) is primarily responsible for
the prevention and investigation of crime. Because
of Kyrgyzstan’s economic difficulties, funding for
these activities has dropped since independence. Or-
ganized crime and drug trafficking are considered
the most high-profile crimes, and this is where

K Y R G Y Z S T A N

1 2 3 9



Roadside yurt restaurants in rural Kyrgyzstan.

Kyrgyzstan’s crime prevention resources are being
utilized.

The national police force, or militzia, is un-
derpaid and understaffed, so bribes and invented
fines are common. Corruption and nepotism are
widespread. Many people feel that the rich can do
what they want and that the poor are helpless. The
media have much more freedom than in other parts
of Central Asia.

Military Activity. Kyrgyzstan has a small national
guard and navy but no air force. Kyrgyzstan has
signed accords with both Uzbekistan and Kazakstan
for joint air defense. Military activity has been lim-
ited to dealing with an Islamic fundamentalist
group in the southern region of Batken; the group
began fighting in August 1999.

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHANGE PROGRAMS

The first program to offer social assistance was the
National Program to Overcome Poverty. Its goal is
to eliminate extreme poverty by developing entre-
preneurship, particularly among women. Nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) are central to the
implementation of the program.

Under this program, the Kyrgyz government
has set up employment promotion companies.

Their programs include infrastructure develop-
ment, social assistance, public education, vocational
training for youth and women, and assistance for
rural migrants in urban areas.

There are also numerous international organi-
zations working with and supplying funding for
projects in Kyrgyzstan.

NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

In 1995 there were three hundred NGOs in
Kyrgyzstan. Fifty of them covered gender issues,
and eighteen specifically targeted women. NGOs of-
ten are seen as vehicles for obtaining foreign aid and
grants, and there have been problems with corrup-
tion. However, many small NGOs play important
roles within their communities. Counterpart Con-
sortium provides important training and assistance
to developing NGOs.

GENDER ROLES AND STATUSES

Division of Labor by Gender. Historically,
women had a fair amount of equality with men in
the Kyrgyz culture. Soviet policies maintained this
equality, providing women with jobs outside the
home and a role in politics. Today women still work
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A Kyrgyz man in a yurt.

outside of the home, primarily in education and
agriculture. However, women hold few managerial
or political positions. In addition to these jobs,
women are responsible for all work inside the home.
Men are dominant in business and politics.

The Relative Status of Women and Men. While
Kyrgyz women are not sequestered, like those in
many other Muslim societies, they tend to have less
status than men. Age is the most important deter-
minant for status, however, and an older woman
will be given respect by younger men.

Within the household women are often the seat
of power, making everyday decisions about run-
ning the household. It is common for them to hold
positions of power in schools as well. In politics and
business, however, men have greater power.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY AND KINSHIP

Marriage. Arranged marriages were once com-
mon, but are no longer. While couples may choose
each other, they often know each other for no more
than a few months before they are married. People
are expected to marry in their early twenties, after
they have finished secondary school, and to have
children quickly.

The bride must have a dowry, consisting of
clothing, sleeping mats, pillows, and often a
handknotted rug. The groom is expected to pay a
bride price in the form of cash and several animals.
Some of the cash may go toward furnishing the
bride’s dowry, and often the animals are eaten at the
wedding feast.

A typical wedding lasts three days. The first day
consists of the bride and groom going to the city
with friends and classmates to have the marriage
license signed. The bride wears a Western-style
wedding dress, and the couple’s car is decorated
with wedding rings or a doll in bridal clothes.

On the second day the bride and groom cele-
brate separately with their friends and family.
There is food and dancing through the night.

On the third day the bride and her family travel
to the groom’s family’s house. The bride is expected
to cry, because she is leaving her family. At the
groom’s house there are more celebrations and
games. Gifts are exchanged between the couple’s
parents. At the end of the night, a bed is made from
the bride’s dowry. Two female relatives of the
groom are chosen to make sure that the marriage is
consummated and that the bride was a virgin.

If the groom is the youngest son he lives with
his parents and takes care of them in their old age.
The new bride is known as a kelin, and it is her
responsibility to take over the household duties
from her mother-in-law. If the groom is not the
youngest, the couple will live with his family only
until they can provide the couple with a house.

An alternate marriage tradition is that of wife-
stealing. A man may kidnap any unmarried
woman and make her his wife. Usually the girl
spends one night alone with her future husband.
The next day she is taken to meet her mother-in-
law, who ties a scarf around the girl’s head to
indicate that she is now married. She may run
away, and it is legal to sue the man who steals her,
but it is shameful to do so and unlikely that another
man would marry her. Often a lesser bride price is
still paid after a girl is stolen, but a dowry is not
provided. Girls may be stolen when they are fifteen
or sixteen years old.

Polygamy is not practiced, but it is common for
people to have lovers when they are married. It is
more acceptable for men to do so, and they may
refer to their mistresses as their second wives. More
than one in five couples get divorced.

Domestic Unit. Because of the tradition of the
youngest son taking care of his parents, it is com-
mon for a family to consist of grandparents, par-
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ents, and children. Individuals live with their par-
ents until they marry. Most families have three or
more children, with larger families common in ru-
ral villages. Members of the extended family also
may visit and live with the immediate family for
months at a time.

Inheritance. The youngest son lives with his par-
ents until their deaths, at which time he inherits the
house and the livestock. He may decide to share this
livestock with his brothers, and is expected to do so
if they are in need. Daughters do not inherit from
their parents because they become members of their
husbands’ families.

Kin Groups. Tribal ties were important just after
independence, but now regional ties are more im-
portant. Favoritism for those from the same tribe or
region is common.

There are three main tribal branches: the ong, sol
and the ichkilik. Within these branches there are
many smaller tribes.

Tribes become important during marriage. Two
people from the same tribe may not marry, unless
they do not share a common ancestor for seven
generations.

SOCIALIZATION

Infant Care. Infants are primarily cared for by
their mothers or other female family members. For
the first forty days of an infant’s life, he or she
cannot be taken outside the home or be seen by
anyone but the immediate family. Infants are strap-
ped into their cradles much of the time and quieted
when they make noise. When a mother visits an-
other woman the mother usually will take her in-
fant along. A child is rarely taken from his or her
mother without the child’s consent, and sometimes
bribes are used to make the child reach out to an-
other family member.

Child Rearing and Education. Children are ex-
pected to be quiet. They are not brought to parties
or official functions, and so are prevented from
disturbing guests. Girls begin to take on household
duties when they are six or seven years old. By the
time she is sixteen, the eldest daughter may be re-
sponsible for running the household. Boys are con-
sidered rowdy and active and often have fewer
household chores.

Education is mandatory for both boys and girls.
Public schools are found in all towns and villages,
and they offer schooling from first to eleventh
grade.

Woman making sour cream in Kjety Oguz, Kyrgyzstan.

Higher Education. Primary and secondary educa-
tion are free and nearly universal within
Kyrgyzstan. Higher education is highly prized but
expensive, and there is little financial aid.

ETIQUETTE

The most important element of etiquette is respect.
Respect is given to elders and authority figures. Ver-
bal respect is given by using the polite pronoun and
endings, and by using the titles eje (older sister) and
baikay or aga (older brother). People always use these
polite forms, even with close friends and relatives.

Respect also is shown physically. Men and
women alike will give up their seats to elders on
public transportation. A person’s position at a table
also shows his or her status. Men and women usu-
ally sit on opposite sides of a table, with the eldest
and most respected at the head of the table, farthest
from the door.

Strangers do not usually acknowledge each
other while passing on the street. Any close contact,
however, such as sitting near each other on public
transportation or making a transaction at the
bazaar, will open the way to introductions. It is
common to invite new acquaintances into the home.

Friends greet each other differently in the north
and the south. In the south, men and women both
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greet friends of the same gender by shaking hands,
often with the left hand over the heart. The opposite
gender usually is ignored. Greetings are a series of
questions with no pause and spoken over the other
person’s greetings. Older women and female rela-
tives often will kiss on the cheek while shaking
hands. The Arabic greeting assalom aleikum is fre-
quently used between men.

In the north, greetings are shorter, and only
men shake hands with each other. Assalom aleikum
is used only by a younger man to an elder, as a form
of deep respect. Good-byes in both the north and the
south are brief.

There is less personal space than in the United
States, and strangers brush against each other in
public without apologizing. People tend to sit
shoulder-to-shoulder, and physical affection is
common between members of the same sex. People
usually don’t form lines. Pushing to the front of a
group for service is normal and inoffensive.

In the more conservative south, men and women
often occupy separate rooms at large celebrations.
Boys and girls do not commonly befriend each other.

Bread is considered sacred by the Kyrgyz and
must never be placed on the ground or left upside
down. It is never thrown away, and leftovers are fed
to animals.

At the end of a meal, a quick prayer may be
said. This is from the Qur’an, but it honors the
ancestors. The hands are held out, palms up, and
then everyone at the table cover their face in unison
while saying omen.

RELIGION

Religious Beliefs. The Kyrgyz consider themselves
Sunni Muslim but do not have strong ties to Islam.
They celebrate the Islamic holidays but do not fol-
low Islamic practices daily. Many areas were not
converted to Islam until the eighteenth century, and
even then it was by the mystical Sufi branch, who
integrated local shamanistic practices with their re-
ligion. Ethnic Russians and Ukrainians tend to be
Orthodox Christians.

Religious Practitioners. In the past, the Kyrgyz
people relied on shamans as healers. Some theorize
that the manaschis were originally shamanistic and
that the Manas epic is derived from calling on ances-
tor spirits for help. There are still professional sha-
mans, called bakshe, and usually there are elders
who know and practice shamanistic rituals for
families and friends. The Islamic mullah is called for
marriages, circumcisions, and burials.

Rituals and Holy Places. Both graves and natural
springs are holy places to the Kyrgyz people. Ceme-
teries stand out on hilltops, and graves are marked
with elaborate buildings made of mud, brick, or
wrought iron. Visitors say prayers and mark the
graves of holy people or martyrs with small pieces
of cloth tied to the surrounding bushes. Natural
springs that come from mountainsides are honored
in the same fashion.

Death and the Afterlife. Burials are done in Is-
lamic fashion, but funerals are not. Contrary to Is-
lamic law, the body will remain on display for two
or three days so that all close family members have
time to arrive and say good-bye. When someone
dies, a boz-ui must be erected. This is the traditional
home of the nomadic Kyrgyz, a round, domed tent
made of wool felt on a collapsible wooden frame. A
man is laid out inside on the left, while a woman is
laid on the right.

Only women are allowed inside the boz-ui to
lament, while men mourn through the tent wall,
from the outside. The wife and daughters of the
deceased sit by the body to sing mourning songs
and greet each person who comes to view the body.
A wife wears black, while daughters wear deep blue.
As each visitor pays respects, the mullah recites
from the Qur’an.

The burial usually takes place at noon. The
body is washed and wrapped in a shroud, then
cloth, and then sometimes a felt rug. The body is
displayed outside the boz-ui and a final prayer, the
janaza, is said. Only men go to the cemetery for[fj]
the burial, but the women visit the grave early the
next day.

Every Thursday for the next forty days the
family must kill a sheep in remembrance. At this
time, those who could not attend the funeral may
come to pay their respects. At the end of the forty-
day period there is a large memorial feast called
kirku, where a horse or a cow is killed.

On the first anniversary another memorial feast
is given, called ash or jildik, which takes place over
two days. The first day is for grieving, and the
second is for games and horse races.

The Kyrgyz believe that the spirits of the dead
can help their descendants. Ancestors are ‘‘offered’’
food in prayers, and people pour water on graves
when they visit so the dead will not be thirsty.
It is forbidden to step on a grave, and ceme-
teries are placed on hilltops because high places are
sacred.
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A produce vendor places eggplants in a customer’s bag at the Osh Market. Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan.

MEDICINE AND HEALTH CARE

Many people still go to the hospital for most ill-
nesses, as they did before independence, but health
care is limited by lack of funds. Food and medicine
are not provided by the hospital, so friends and
family must bring these in daily.

Traditional beliefs blame cold for most forms of
illness: Sitting on cold stones or the ground can
result in grave illnesses or hurt a woman’s repro-
ductive organs; drinking cold beverages will result
in a sore throat or a cold; being exposed to cold
drafts is considered the cause of most minor ill-
nesses. People treat illnesses by wrapping a blanket
or a shawl around the affected body part to keep it
warm. Some home remedies that derive from sha-
manistic beliefs are still practiced as well. Certain
grasses are burned because the smoke is believed to
purify the air and to prevent sickness. The air above
and the waters of Lake Issyk-Kul are attributed
healing properties, and swimming in the lake is a
popular cure for tuberculosis.

SECULAR CELEBRATIONS

Secular holidays include International Women’s
Day (8 March), May Day (1 May), Constitution
Day (5 May), Victory Day (9 May), Last Bell (mid-

June), Independence Day (31 August), First Bell (1
September), and New Year’s Eve (31 December).
Most holidays are celebrated with parties at work
and at home that involve eating, drinking, dancing,
and singing.

New Year’s Eve is more elaborate, and many of
the traditions come from Russian practices. There
are costume parties, as well as performances at
schools. At these performances, Det Moroze (called
Ayaz-Ata in Kyrgyz) and his granddaughter give
presents to good children. Det Morose wears a robe
trimmed in fur and rides in a horse-drawn sleigh.
Naughty children are chased by the witch Baba
Yaga. People decorate yulkes, or fir trees, with gar-
lands, ornaments, and lights, and set off fireworks
at midnight. Kyrgyz people follow the Chinese
zodiac, where each year is assigned an animal, and
people whose sign is the same animal as the incom-
ing year must wear something red and then give it
away for good luck.

THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

Support for the Arts. Support for the arts mostly
comes from selling pieces or paid performances.
There is little to no funding available from the gov-
ernment.
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Literature. Kyrgyz was not written until the
twentieth century. The Kyrgyz oral tradition in-
cluded several epics about mythical warriors, in-
cluding Manas, Jayin-Bayis, Kurmanbek, and Er
Tabildi. The epic Manas is most widely known, and
is still widely performed by manaschis. It is not a
memorized piece; the best manaschis take the out-
line of the story and improvise verses, which have a
distinct rhythmic beat and are accompanied by ex-
pressive hand gestures. Thirteen versions and four
million verses have been recorded.

During the twentieth century, novel-writing in
the historical and romance genres developed. The
best-known Kyrgyz novelist is Chingiz Aitmatov,
who is known for his critical novels about life in
Soviet Central Asia.

Graphic Arts. Traditional crafts are taught in
school, and the graphic arts are well developed. In
most cases artisans create objects to be sold either as
souvenirs to tourists or as heirlooms for people’s
homes. Some are displayed in the National Gallery
or in museums abroad. Most of these are done in
wool or silk, including the wool carpets called
shirdaks and alakiis, embroidered wall hangings
called tush-kiis, and small animal or human figures.
Wood, horn, leather, and clay are also used. There
are a number of painters as well, whose works are
sold mostly to foreigners. These often have tradi-
tional Kyrgyz themes but often use modern and
postmodern styles of painting. Galleries and art ex-
hibits are almost exclusively in the capital city.

Performance Arts. Kyrgyz folk singing and music
lessons are frequently offered in schools. There are
several Kyrgyz children’s performance groups,
which feature traditional songs and dance as well as
performances using Kyrgyz instruments. The best-
known instruments are the komuz (a three-
stringed lute), oz-komuz (mouth harp), the chopo
choor (clay wind instrument), and the kuiak (a four-
stringed instrument played with a bow). There also
are adult folk, classical, and operatic musicians and
groups who perform in the capital regularly. Popu-
lar television shows feature Kyrgyz pop and folk
singers and musicians. There is a small but active
film industry.

The State of the Physical and Social Sciences.
Scientists teach at the university level, but funding
for research is limited. Most scientists have moved
to other professions for financial reasons.
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