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CULTURE & ENVIRONMENT IN ANHROPOLOGY



Marvin Harris
1927-2001

«Social organization and culture are functional adaptations 
which permit populations to exploit their environments 
successfully without exceeding the carrying capacity of their 
ecological resources»

Techno-environmental determinism



«There is virtually no limit to the amount of 
variation that two different cultures can 
incorporate in their vision of the same
environment…»
(“Environments at risk”, in J. Benthall (ed.),
Ecology: the shaping enquiry, 1972)

Mary Douglas, OBE 
1921-2007

Cultural determinism



Sylvophile (forest-loving) peoples: the 
pygmies attribute positive characteristics 
to the forest because collective 
prosperity depends on the forest, a 
protective presence that gives 
nourishment.

Cultural determinism

Colin M. Turnbull
1924-1994

Sylvophobic (forest hating) peoples: The Bantu 
live in the cleared spaces from which they draw 
their food resources. The nature of their 
economic activity leads them to perceive the 
forest as an alien, threatening, hostile reality.



Eric R. Wolf
1923-1999

«Although I wrote as an 
anthropologist rather than as a 
professional historian, I think 
history matters. It is also 
important to understand how an 
why these systems develop and 
extend their sway over people, 
and I located the rationale in the 
ways power and the economy 
sustain and drive each other on»

Cultural determinism



Eric R. Wolf & John W. Cole, 1993



THE ALPS AS A TESTING GROUND



«Pala» /Alp:
new meaning,
«rocky ridge»

«Pala» / Alp:
old meaning

«upland pasture»

Alps i.e. *palæ: the Pale di San Martino



Robert McC. Netting
1934-1995

The Alps as a unitary ecosystem
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Alp









(2) Fields manured (3) Fields ploughed (5) Meadows cleared of debris

Raking Haying on the mountain On the home meadows

(6) Planting potatoes (7) Planting potatoes (10) Potato harvest



THE HIDDEN FRONTIER



The «hidden frontier» between Romance and Germanic world in Upper Nonsberg



Tret



Tret



St. Felix



St. Felix



Different settlement structures

Germanic settlement: isolated farmsteadsRomance settlement: nucleated villages

• Village

• Fields

• Meadows

• Woods

• Pastures

• Rocks

Each farmstead (maso) has sizable portions of 
fields, meadows, woodland and pastures.



The landscape of dispersed farmesteads: the Geschlosserner
hof o «maso chiuso», Marebbe (Bolzano)

Community life in a Romance mountain village, Nonsberg,
Trentino

Different cultures / different landscapes



Multiple heir system: 
partible inheritance

Nucleated village



Single-heir system:
non-partible inheritance

Isolated farmsteads



“Bourgeois” type

definition The inheritance of land can be equally 

subdivided between males and females.

habitat Nucleated villages, surrounded by private

plots. Vast commons, whose access is not

restricted to residents.

residency Co-residency only concerns married couples, 

with the occasional partaking of some 

unmarried relative. Cognatic allegiancies are 

frequently possible.

DionigiAlbera
1956



“Bauer” type

definition Farmstead undividible. “You don’t inherit 

property, you’re inherited by it”.

habitat Dispersed village, made of compact 

farmsteads, often including the pastoral 

assets. Commons of minor importance, also 

irrelevant or non-existent.

residency Extended family names derive from the 

farmstead. In the hierarchy of co-residents of 

different generations, the excluded from 

inheritance rank lower.



Management of pasturelands

Pastures divided into small unitsUndivided pastures

Alpe di Siusi, Seiseralm (Bolzano)Malga Spora, val di Non, Trentino



Cattle breeding

Prevalently for meatPrevalentently for dairies

Cattle auction (Bolzano)Butter mould, ca. 25 kg, Malga Venegia, Primiero, early 1900



Cheese making

Side productProto-industrial

Cheese wharehouse in the malga Graukäse paste, Südtirol



Sylvophile (forest-loving) peoples: the 
pygmies attribute positive characteristics 
to the forest because collective 
prosperity depends on the forest, a 
protective presence that gives 
nourishment.

Sylvophobic (forest-hating) peoples: The Bantu 
live in the cleared spaces from which they draw 
their food resources. The nature of their 
economic activity leads them to perceive the 
forest as an alien, threatening, hostile reality.

Cultural determinism



The cultural construction of «Wilderness»

Sylvophile cultureSylvophobic culture

Reintroduction of the brown bear in the Trentino,
«Life Ursus», ca. 1990

Bear hunt in Bavaria



Hunting customs

Selective withdrawalIndiscriminate withdrawal

Lustermandl, lampholder on antlers, SüdtirolFowling nets, Venetian Prealps



Indiscriminate withdrawal Selective withdrawal

Hunting customs



Public devotion

Tret St. Felix



The coming of age



Kinship terms

In the Romance context, an articulated kinship 
terminology suggests complex intra-family 
relationships and interconnections along the 
horizontal and diagonal axes of cognatic 
relationships.

In the Germanic context, a terminology of kinship 
reduced to the bone seems to place its exclusive
emphasis on the central vertical axis of the “stump”
family, that is, on agnatic kinship.

St. FelixTret



Public devotion

St. FelixTret



Country styleUrban fashion

OetztalVal di Fiemme

Folk costumes
(after Carl von Lutterotti, 1826-33)



Naturistic attitudeUrban attitude

Brass bamd of Villanders (Bolzano)Brass band of Pergine Valsugana (Trento)

Brass bands



Health & medicine

Naturopathy«Allopathic» pharmacy



Funerary customs

Naturistic attitude: the return to natureUrban attitude: the necropolis

Austro-Hungarian cemetery in BruneckCemetery of Mezzolombardo, Trentino



St. FelixTret







The «hidden frontier» between Romance and Germanic world in Upper Nonsberg


