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By Dr. Frank Elwell




Note:

This presentation is based on the theory
of Marvin Harris as presented in books
listed In the bibliography. A summary of

this and other macro-social theories can
be found in Macrosociology: Four
Modern Theorists, by Frank W. Elwell.




Cultural Materialism

Marvin Harris (1927-2001), a cultural
anthropologist, is responsible for the
most systematic statement of cultural
materialist principles.




Cultural Materialism

Cultural materialism is a systems theory

of society that attempts to account for
their:

origin
maintenance
change
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Assumptions:

Cultural Materialism is based on two key
assumptions about societies. First, the
various parts of society are interrelated.
When one part of society changes,
other parts must also change.




Assumptions

This means that an institution, such as the
family cannot be looked at in isolation
from the economic, political, or religious
Institutions of a society. When one part
changes it has an effect on other parts
of the system.




Assumptions

Viewing society as a system of interrelated
parts Is at the core of most sociological
theory.

Difference in most theories is in terms of
organizing principles.




Assumptions

The second assumption of CM is that the
foundation of the sociocultural system is
the environment.




Environment

The physical, biological, and chemical
constraints to which human action is
subject.




Environment

Like all living organisms, Humans must
draw energy from their environment.

The environment is limited in terms of the
amount of energy and raw material it
contains, and the amount of pollution it
can tolerate.




Environment

The need to draw energy out of the
environment in order to satisfy the
biological needs of its people is the first
and central task of any society.




Environment

Therefore, each
soclety must
ultimately exist
within the
constraints
Imposed by its
environment.
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Environmental Constraints

. Chief among these constraints is the
availability of natural resources. A
further constraining factor is the amount
of pollution created by society.

. While mankind can modify these
constraints, they cannot be escaped.




Universal Pattern of Socileties

All human societies are patterned along
similar lines. Based on an environment,
all can be classified as having:

I Infrastructure
| Structure
I Superstructure




Infrastructure

The material infrastructure consists of the
technology and social practices by
which a society fits in to its environment.




Infrastructure

It is through the
iInfrastructure that
soclety
manipulates its
environment by
modifying the -
amount and type  Samin i ot e
of resources
needed.




Infrastructural Components:

. Technology (mode of production)
. Population (mode of reproduction)
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Infrastructure

The modes of production and reproduction
are attempts to strike a balance between
population level and the consumption of

energy from a finite environment.
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Mode of Production

Consists of behaviors aimed at satisfying
requirements for subsistence.

Technology of subsistence

. Technological-environmental
relationships




Modes of Production
through History

. Hunting and Gathering
_ Horticulture

_ Pastoral

_Agrarian

_Industrial

. Hyper-industrial
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Iteria Tor Classirtying
Societies

Type Cultivate Metal Plow Iron Fossil Fuel HiTech
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