Cultural Components of Central America
RICHARD N. ADAMS
Michigan State University

HE material presented here resulted from a series of systematic culture
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surveys of each of the countries of Central America except Costa Kica,
where only a partial survey was possible. More than one hundred communities
were surveyed, and monographs have been prepared on each country. The
present work depends upon the material presented in these monographs, and
was done while I was working with the World Health Organization. The term
Central America is here used to refer to Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras,
British Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama. Circumstances precluded a survey of British Honduras and for that reason it is omitted from some
of the discussion. Spanish-American refers to a cultural tradition, defined and
delineated in the paper. Meso-American, which in anthropological circles has
been used (following Kirchhoff) to indicate a certain region of Mexico and
western Central America, specifically the high culture areas of the Maya and
Mexicans, here refers t o a cultural tradition composed of groups which are
cultural descendents of those civilizations.
Our knowledge of the distribution of contemporary peoples and cultures
of the world is still largely inadequate. The present essay attempts to provide
systematic identification and classification for the region of Central America.
I hope it will serve not only as a contribution to our general knowledge of the
world’s population, but also as a step in the improvement of the methodologies
which have been followed in classifications of Latin American materials. I n
the presentation of this kind of work, it is customary to review previous efforts
prior to describing a new one. Here, however, it seems more convenient to decribe the new system first and then to compare it briefly with previous work,
indicating some of the ways in which they differ.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Classification of the peoples of Central America under a single scheme
involves such diverse groups as the upper class of the capital cities and the
forest Indian groups of the Nicaraguan Atlantic region. Basically, certain
broad factors should be considered in a classification: recognition of distinct
historical traditions; recognition of the fact of assimilation; recognition of
cultural differences, in terms of similarity or differences of traits and the integration of those traits; and recognition of differences and similarities in
social and economic relationships. A classification which fails to c-onsider any
of these aspects is likely to do damage to those omitted.
The present classification is based on an empirical unit which we call the
popzclation component. A population component is a specific aggregate of people,
which manifests the following characteristics:
881
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(1) a common culture is shared (no matter what the historical origin of the
specific traits may be) ; this shared culture involves:
(A) a large body of common cultural traits, and
(B) a common structuring of these traits into behavioral and value
pat terns ;
(2) the population involved manifests specific social and economic relationships with the other population components with which it has
direct or indirect contact.
The most important aspect of a population component is that it is a specific,
empirically defined group of people; it is not an abstract category or type
which includes a number of different groups. The following would be examples
of population components: the Indian population of a specific Guatemalan
highland municiQio; the ladino population of that same municipio ; the laboring
group on a Nicaraguan sugar plantation; a Sumu Indian community. Each
of these groups is isolated theoretically as a population component because of
its internal cultural homogeneity, and the consistency of its collective relationships with other such groups. It should be noted that a population component
is congruent with a community only in certain cases. Such cases occur when all
the members of the community have the same culture (whether or not the
same culture is found in other communities) and there are no other groups
present with divergent cultures. Since in the present discussion we will consider a number of class groups in the area to have different cultures, a community organized along class lines will contain a t least two separate components and possibly more.
The first collective abstraction in the classification is the recognition of a
series of classes composed of those population components which are similar
to each other (in terms of the three general criteria of definition) and which
occupy a contiguous geographical region. Such a class of similar, regionally
adjacent population components we call a regional variant.
If we then go beyond the similar population components which are adjacent
to each other and which may be classed into regional variants, we can create
a class that includes all the population components which are similar on the
basis of our stated criteria, regardless of their geographical location. We will
call such a class a cultural component. A cultural component is, then, a class
which includes a number of specific population components, but which can be
subdivided into regional variants if the subject so demands. The cultural component is the main unit with which we will be working. T o illustrate: the Indian
population in a Guatemalan highland municipio is a population component,
the totality of such similar Indian populations forms a cultural component,
and the totality of Ladino members of the municipios might form another cultural component.
It is possible for a single population component to be the only member of
a cultural component, but it seems to occur only under two circumstances:
(1) if the group in question is the last survival of a formerly more widespread
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society, and so historically may have been part of a cultural component which
had more than one member; or (2) if the group is the only one included because
definition of the area excludes other affiliated groups from consideration. The
first condition is exemplified by the Rama Indians of Nicaragua and the
Torrupan of Honduras. I n both cases there is a single population component
involved, and this population component forms the only member of a cultural
component; and in both, the population in question is the last remnant of a
formerly larger population. The second situation is perhaps illustrated by the
population of Hindu origin which is found today in Livingston. I do not know
of another population component of this type in Central America, but there are
others in South America and the Caribbean islands. Thus, within the restriction of our subject, which is Central America, there is only one population
component member of this cultural component.
There is also a third logical possibility to explain the presence of a cultural
component with a single population component member, and this would be
in the event of the emergence of a new cultural component. But in fact, I
believe, a new cultural component emerges in a number of places, not just
within a single local population group. In the process of emerging, then, a
number of population components are developing simultaneously.
While the cultural component is the most convenient class to work with,
it does not easily lend itself to historical interpretation and even tends to
obscure culture historical relationships. In order to clarify these relationships,
and a t the same time to provide a more inclusive class, a number of cultural
components may be classed as members of a cultural tradition. A cultural tradition is a class of cultural components which are distinguished by historically
similar cultures. A cultural tradition does not presuppose a unilineal heritage
derived from a single source. A tradition has generally common cultural origins
but these origins in themselves may be diverse. The two traditions which we
distinguish as Spanish-American and Meso-American have many traits in common; they differ in that they have placed emphasis on distinct aspects of the
historical cultures. While some contemporary cultural components are not
easily identifiable in terms of their histories, as is the case with the Jicaque
and Paya, they can nevertheless be tentatively classified in a cultural tradition
because they have converged with other members of the tradition. These
groups do not have to await extensive historical analysis to be placed within a
cultural tradition because, while past historical relationships provide a n important basis for judgment in assigning them to one tradition or another, such
judgment must also take into account the contemporary cultural similarities.
When cultural components of distinct cultural traditions become increasingly
similar through acculturation, they must ultimately be classed as members of
a single cultural tradition.
Just as it is convenient to distinguish the regional variants of cultural components, so it is sometimes useful to distinguish regional traditions within a
cultural tradition. A regional tradition would thus consist of a number (but
not all) of the cultural components within a cultural tradition. Such a category,
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as is the case with regional variants, is not always necessary. The recognition
of regional traditions is a convenience in distinguishing differences which appear
in the various geographical areas of a cultural tradition. In the present study,
the regional tradition is used in two ways. I n the Spanish-American cultural
tradition, it is used to distinguish a series of parallel cultural components which
vary from one major region to another; in the South American cultural tradition, it is used to group certain regionally adjacent groups which are similar in
culture, and in some cases are historically related, but which are not parallel
cultural components. The difference in treatment will become more apparent
in the description to follow.
The cultural traditions may be likened to the gross distinctions between the
biological phyla, such as between the vertebrate and nonvertebrate. They
may be tentatively established on the basis of general knowledge of the peoples
of an area and their history, without extensive definition of the specific cultural components which go into their composition and without empirical delineation of all the population components. However, such tentative definitions
must eventually be supported by convincing delineations of the cultural components and the specification of a t least some of the population components
involved. This system thus permits definition of class or types of components
on the basis of the discovery of new population components, and permits recognition of the death of components and the emergence of new ones. However, it
should not be thought that similarity to the biological system restricts the
behavior of the cultural elements involved to genetic processes. A cultural
component gets its culture traits in the numerous ways revealed through historical and anthropological study; the populations involved react to the problems of economy and environment and, being composed of individuals, have
inherent in them numerous variations and consequent possibilities for change.
The concept of the cultural tradition may also be likened to that of a language. The elements of a language are classified empirically on the basis of
what is actually found. The specific nature of the subclassification, the
phonemic system, is based on the general nature of the language, not merely
on an abstract system of fixed categories. Similarly, the delineation of cultural
components varies from one tradition to another. It is conceivable that a
population component could be classed into two different cultural traditions,
Just as a sound may be differently classified in two phonemic systems, so in
such a case the component in question would be differently classified in each
of the two cultural traditions. This is likely the case with the components which
we call Ladinoized Indian in the Meso-American Cultural Tradition; they
could also be regarded as a part of the Spanish-American tradition, but as such
must be differently classified.
This classification into population components, cultural components, and
cultural traditions is in no way a static or restricting one; rather, it is an attempt to institute an order which is flexible enough to recognize change and
variation occurring in the material.

I
v
I

886

A merican A nthropologist

[58, 1956

THE PKOPOSED CLASSIFICATION FOR CENTRAL AMERICA

The following pages will provide a classification of the population components of Central America in terms of cultural components and cultural traditions. A discussion of regional variants is omitted for lack of space and, in most
cases, lack of sufficient information; regional traditions are mentioned when relevant, but discussion of them is also omitted for lack of space. Much of the
work on which this classification is based has been done by others, and a full
bibliography would be extensive. Bibliographic references are -made here
largely to general works in which fuller bibliographies may be found.
The cultural components, as they appear in cultural traditions, will be the
principal subject for discussion. Two types of information will be given briefly
for each component:
Geography and history: a delineation of the geographic distribution of the
population components which form the membership of the cultural component,
and a brief note on its history.
Contemporary culture: some of the major distinguishing characteristics
which serve to identify the cultural component and its members; included in
this are notes with respect to the general culture and relationships with other
cultural components.
This information is more extensive where identification of the group is not
generally recognized, and less so in those cases where the component in question has been well known for some time. The purpose here is to identify components, and space is preferentially devoted to those which are not so well
known.
The components are classified under eight cultural traditions; a general
outline of the classification will be found in Table 1.
A. T h e Spanish-American Cdtzcral Tradition
The Spanish-American cultural tradition is that found in the so-called
mestizo, creole, or modern Latin-American societies. In Central America there
are three major regional traditions within the Spanish-American cultural
tradition, but the cultural components within the traditions parallel each other:
(1) the region we will call the Ladino regional tradition, and which includes
the Spanish-Americans of Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and
the Guanacaste peninsula of Costa Rica; (2) that of the Meseta Central of
Costa Rica; and (3) that of the Panamanian Interior dweller.
These regional traditions have emerged as a result of two major factors:
(1) aboriginal culture differences and differential aboriginal reaction to conquest and colonization; and (2) isolation of the population components of one
tradition from another, and consequent semi-independent development. Regional differences in Spanish culture brought to Central America can no doubt
account for many local differences, but they do not, so far as I know, account
for the broad differences in these regional traditions.
The aboriginal reaction to conquest seems to have been different in each
of the regions currently occupied by these traditions. The Indian population

Ceittral American Cultures

ADAMS]

TABLE
1 .--OUTLINE
Cultural Traditions

CENTRALAMERICAN
CULTURAL
COMPONENTS
Cultural
Components
Regional Traditions

OB

1. Cosmopolitan
2. Local Upper Class
3. Emergent Middle Class
4, Mobile Rural Labor
5. Stable Rural Labor
6 . Independent Farmer
.7. Urban Labor

i

A. Spanish-American

I. Ladino
11. Meseta Central
III. Panamanian J

n. hIeso-,\meiican

(Various regional traditions,
mostly enclaves within
region.)

11. Atlantic Lowlands
,

111. Matagalpa

IV. Talamanca
V. Guaymi
VI. Cuna
VII. Choco

1. Torrupan
2. Yoro Jicaque
(I. Paya
2. Miskito
3. Sumu
4. Rama
5. Guatuso
1. Matagalpa
(1. Bribri
2. Boruca
3. Cabecar
4. Terreba
1. Guaymi
1. Cuna
1. Choco

i

1. Black Carib

D. Africo-American
((Probably different regional
in
E. Africo-Euro-American each area where these peoples are found.)

1traditions are developing

1. Antillean Negroes

1.
2.
3.
4.

F. Euro-American

G . India- American
H. Chinese-American

1. Traditional Indian
2. Modified Independent Indian
3. Modified Indian Labor
4. Ladinoized Independent Indian
5 . Ladinoized Indian Labor

i

I. Jicnquc

C. South American
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Anglo-American Islanders
Anglo-American Commercial
German-American
Mediterranean-American

1. Barrio Bacadillo (Livingston)
(Possibly various regional
traditions)

1. Chinese
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of the Meseta Central region of Costa Iiica resisted and was virtually eliminated, and therefore the Indian culture probably had a much diluted influence
on the resultant Spanish-American culture. I n Panama, while extermination
was an early answer to Indian resistance, the Spaniards soon came to use Panama as a transit zone and the Indians were permitted to withdraw into refugee
areas. This characteristic of Panama as a transit zone meant that newcomers
who settled down there seldom started out as serious colonists, but were individuals who dropped off trips to and from South America. As a result, the
agriculture of Panama continued to be basically Indian; there was relatively
little introduction of Spanish elements into the material culture.
I n the Ladino regional tradition, the general picture was and continues to
be one of acculturation and assimilation of the Indian to the Spanish-American
tradition. The culture of the Spanish-American is thus more of a blend of the
two traditions. The Ladino regional tradition, it should be noted, has developed
out of what was basically the area known as Meso-American, whereas the
Meseta Central and the Panamanian traditions have grown up in the regions
in which South American oriented Indian cultures were found. This further
accounts for some differences which are to be observed, such as in corn-preparation technology and basketry work. I do not believe that aboriginal differences have had much influence on the value systems of the traditions; the
general value system of each is derived, I believe, more from the general
Spanish heritage and from functional characteristics of the population components.
The other main factor which led to the differentiation of these regions is
that they were somewhat isolated from each other. The major breaks have
been to separate Costa Rica from Nicaragua on the one side and from Panama
on the other. This is not to say that communication or travel between the
regions have been impossible; it has always been possible, but in practice there
has been little. The factor of isolation has become particularly important in
the past three quarters of a century.
I t is fairly evident that a t present the regional tradition which we here refer
to as Ladino has been breaking into four national traditions. While there are
many similarities between the Spanish-American cultures of Guatemala, El
Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua, their national independence over the
past century and a quarter has led them into divergencies which may eventually have to be recognized as distinct regional traditions. I n recent years,
however, the increasingly effective transportation and communication systems between the countries has tended to lessen some of these differences.
I n this paper we are not going to take into account the national regions, but
they should be kept in mind because in many specific phases of the culture
they have played, and will continue to play, a n important role.
Within the Spanish-American cultural tradition there is a set of cultural
components which are duplicated from one regional tradition to the next.
There are seven of these components, and while they differ insofar a s the
regional traditions differ, parallel components are to be found in the Ladino,
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the Meseta Central, and the Panamanian regional traditions. Since for present
purposes the similarities of these components are more important than their
differences (and the latter have received little study), this discussion will take
up each general type of component and consider it as if it belonged to a single
tradition.
Five of these cultural components are of particular importance outside the
capital cities and larger provincial centers, and were defined through the
surveys; the others (the emergent middle class and urban labor) are no less
important, but have been little studied.
Those familiar with the classification of subcultures by Wagley and Harris
(1955) will note that the components here listed correspond to certain of their
subculture types (see Table 2). This correspondence is intentional. An earlier
formulation of my own (unpublished monograph, item d) was very similar to
theirs, and to avoid confusion and to work towards a common field of understanding, I felt it better to recast my own than to issue a new one.
1. Cosmopolitan Culture Component

Geography und history: The population components which form this cultural component are the upper classes of the principal cities of Central America
and their membership as it extends out to the owners of large farming enterprise. I t should not be confused with the local upper class component. I t is the
cultural descendant of the early colonist land owners and administrators, but it
has constantly received new elements both from Spain and other parts of
Europe, and receives ‘‘new blood” from individuals of the local upper class.
Contemporary culture: The basic cultural heritage of this component is
European. Spain, France, and Italy have perhaps been the most important
contributors while Germany, England, and North America have been secondary. Some of the values of this component have mistakenly been attributed to
the entire Spanish-American tradition. A formally indissoluble family organization in which one depends upon one’s relatives for economic and political
help, where marriage involves formal negotiations, and where family alliances
are important, is an important characteristic. Related to this is a clearcut
double standard for sexual behavior, and high value is ideally placed on female
virginity; a woman’s contacts with men are still somewhat restricted. Complete
social superiority is assumed.
This component is usually superordinate economically to all other components in the Central American region except some elements of the Euro-American tradition. Where this superiority has been retained, it has been based to a
great extent on landed wealth, large estates, and in recent years on some of the
larger local business enterprises. Relationships with lower classes in the
Spanish-American tradition and with most other traditions is one of endogamy and separate social participation; the degree of friendliness and intimacy
depends upon specific local situations. Some, if not all, of the political power
resides in this class, although this situation has been changing somewhat in
the past half century. The emerging middle class and the growth of labor move-
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ments have considerably reduced the political eminence of the cosmopolitan
group.

2. Local Upper Class Cultural Component
Geography and history: The population components of this class are to be
found in almost every district or municipal capital, in all provincial and departmental capitals, and on many medium sized land holdings. I t consists of
the local upper class in the towns and their counterparts on farms; it also includes this same population as it functions as a middle class within the context of the larger urban aggregates. The component has developed in one or
both of two ways. I n some cases the members are in fact descendents of local
families which have long been in positions of local dominance; to this group
have been added new families that have bettered their economic position. Also,
however, the Spanish-American tradition seems to be a class-generating culture; where a group of people from a single class initiate a community in new
surroundings, a series of status distinctions appear over a period of years and
these form gradually into a simple class system. This seems to have been the
case in areas where there has been much recent immigration with the growth
of independent communities.
Contemporary culture: This group is generally marked by provincialism
and by legendary identification with Spanish ancestors. I t s members often
recognize themselves as being racially mestizo, where such is the case, but culturally they regard themselves as inheritors of the Spanish traditions. I n a
sense, the culture of the local upper class varies between being a provincial,
old fashioned, and simplified form of the cosmopolitan culture, and the quite
different cultures of the various lower class small town and rural dwellers.
From the former it retains certain values, such as great emphasis on the manipulation of words, elaborate hospitality, restriction of the activities of women,
and the double standard of sexual behavior. The family is also formally indissoluble, but in fact it can break up in the same way as does the family in the
lower classes. Instead of being oriented towards Europe, the members of this
component are usually oriented toward the capital city and occasionally
towards North America. There was a time when this group was the same as
the cosmopolitan group, but this identification has disappeared over the last
century and a half,
Politically and economically this group is the controlling component in the
local community. Wealth is usually based in part on the land and in part on
the control of local commerce. This group is essential in the local social control
system of the small towns and countryside; its absence in some new areas of
immigration (such as the Guatemalan central south coast) has been a contributing factor in political and social unrest. I n some places, it is possible to
identify this group specifically with the owners of irrigated lands. This class
was never very large nor as important as it was in the Anglo-American tradition. I n their own communities, however, they were the “society,” and only
recently, with increased centralization of national affairs, has this “society”
lost much of its significance.
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3. Emergent Middle Class Cultural Component
Geography and history: This component is appearing most strongly in urban centers, but it is simultaneously making itself felt in the municipal and
district capitals and in the provincial centers. It is composed of the growing
group of businessmen, subprofessional personnel, bureaucratic workers, and
supervisory personnel, which is drawn from all social classes but principally
from the local upper, the mobile rural labor, and the urban labor groups, This
component began to emerge a t different times in different places, but it has
become of special importance since the beginning of the century; it has grown
with attempts a t more democratic forms of government, increased educational
possibilities, readier communication and transportation, and with introduction
of the laboring population as a political force. It is already a dominant economic and political factor and may be expected to develop further.
Contemporary culture: The culture of this group is definitely in a formative
stage and can be more easily characterized at present in terms of its relationships with other components than by any highly distinctive cultural characteristics of its own. I t has generally adopted much of the philosophy of the
cosmopolitan and local upper classes, but family relationships frequently reflect the unstable situation found in some of the lower class components.
Many of the traits of colonial survival which were particularly related to an
agricultural life have been dropped, since agriculture is generally a secondary
pursuit for members of the component.
This component has been very active in usurping the political power of
the cosmopolitan and local upper classes and usually tends toward political
liberalism to radicalism, while the other two groups tend to be politically conservative. Economic strength is drawn from commercial enterprises throughout the countryside, and the control of small industries and transport facilities.
4. Mobile Rural Labor Cultural Component

Geography and history: This component is to be found in regions of recent
labor immigration, such as Guatemala’s south coast and Atlantic coast, the
Salvadorean southeast coastal plain, Chinandega, eastern Puntarenas, the
north coast of Honduras, and the outlying areas of Honduras, Nicaragua and
Panama. This group, also an emergent phenomenon in Central America, developed through the simultaneous occurrence of two events, the introduction
of corporate plantations and the rapid growth of the population. This population growth has been well documented (United Nations 1954) and has been
most heavily felt in the lower class components, particularly those dependent
upon land rental or on limited subsistence land holdings. Such people have
been forced to migrate, and the growing plantations have offered the logical
answer to their problem in many areas. The rise and spread of this component
is accounting for a marked change in the geographical boundaries of the
Spanish-American tradition; besides pressing out from within its own borders,
it is jumping into the region of banana plantations around Golfito, an area
which lies between the Meseta Central and the Panamanian regions.
Contemporary culture: This population, much like the other rural labor

892

A merican Aniliro pologist

[58, 1956

component, is somewhat deculturated, and is further affected by the fact that
the social relations it maintains do not usually involve a local upper component
and it therefore does not feel the social control which i s exercised over a stable
population. The population is mobile in the sense that it has no roots more than
a generation deep in a given place, and seldom that. This population is in
great part that which I have called “New Ladino” (Adams n.d.; d). The general value system of this group is more oriented around a dependent labor
economy, it is usually very weak on observance of Catholic ritual, the family
tends to be extremely unstable (although there are some exceptions to this),
and formal marriage is frequently considered an inconvenience. I n general,
the interpersonal relations present a wider variety of alternatives than are
found in the higher class Spanish-American class components or in the Indian
components of the Meso-American tradition. Kinship is of minimum importance and, so far as I know, there are no studies which clearly indicate what
replaces it.
5 . Stable Rural Labor Cultural Component

Geography and history: This component, from which some of the mobile
labor component is derived, is found throughout the regions heavily occupied
by the Spanish-American tradition. Almost everywhere there are small and
medium sized farms, as well as large farms of certain crop types (such as coffee)
on which there is a resident or residentially stable laboring population. Some
regions in which this population is particularly evident are Central Costa Rica,
Chiriqui, northern and eastern El Salvador, the middle and upper Motagua
Valley, Much of this population is of recent development, but the component
type is old. That dependent upon coffee farming, for example, has developed
within the past one hundred years. The population has been growing, however,
and contributes materially to the mobile component and to the urban labor
component since a given farm can utilize just so much resident stable labor.
Contemporary culture: The culture of this group is rather similar to that of
the mobile labor group, but there are marked differences resulting from the
fact of long residency and long established social relationships with other
local components. Whether the laborers are on medium-sized farms administered by their owners or on larger farms run by administrators, the length of
residence has usually established a series of relationships in which the laborer
and employer recognize an interdependence and a vested interest in the welfare
of the enterprise. As labor movements have been growing in recent years,
this relationship has suffered strong changes in some places. Family organization seems to be much more stable in this component than in the mobile component.
6. Independent Farmer Cultural Component
Geography and history: This component is found throughout the region of
Spanish-American culture, in more or less complementary distribution with
the mobile rural labor component. I n general, it is relatively most important
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in Panama and Honduras, and least so in Costa Rica and Nicaragua. This
component has a long history, but with some shifting of families from generation to generation. The relative size has risen and fallen in the histories of the
various countries in inverse ratio to the importance of plantation crops. This
component was much more important in Costa Rica, for example, prior to
the introduction of coffee cultivation. At present it accounts for between 40
percent and 90 percent of the national agricultural populations.
Contemporary culture: The culture of this component is similar to that of
the two rural laboring components, but stands in fairly clear contrast to them
in the matter of economic independence. The members are frequently not land
owners but they exploit land for their own gain, and are to be distinguished as
subsistence farmers. Many social relationships result from the presence of a
group such as this, and from the particular relationship which holds between
this group and land itself, An important value difference between the independent farmers and the rural laborers is that the farmers regard economic
independence as a value. They will work as laborers if hard times require, but
they do not give up their permanent residence nor do they regard labor as
being preferable to subsistence agriculture. Family organization tends to be
fairly stable, particularly when the members hold their land as property. Over
the generations there is probably some social mobility, both up and down,
between this class and the local upper.

7. Urban Labor Cultural Component
Geography and history: This component forms a large proportion of the urban population of the capital cities of Central America and some of the larger
provincial centers. Although important in those areas of Latin America where
there has been some industrialization, this component is still in the formative
stages in Central America, and is receiving increments from the rural labor
components. It may be that closer examination would show this component to
be further divisible, but we have no studies a t present to clarify this possibility.
Comtemporary culture: The culture of this group is in great part derived
from its rural sources. Greater dependence and value is placed on commercial
products, and those aspects of culture which are essentially related to a rural
life have diminished in importance. There seems to be disagreement concerning the degree of family instability in this setting. Social relationships are organized along neighborhood and occupational lines. Many skills, however, are
no different in this group than in the independent farmer, local upper, and
emergent middle group, particularly in handicrafts. This group is no doubt of
increasing importance, but we know very little about it systematically.

B. The Meso-American Culture Tradition
At one time it may have been possible to distinguish more regional traditions in the Meso-American culture tradition than it is today. When, for example, the Pipils formed a large group in southern Guatemala and El Salvador,
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it is possible that they could have been considered as a regional tradition distinct from that of the Maya. Today, however, the few surviving Pipils and the
Matagalpa of Cacaopera are so similar to the surviving Maya that it is hardly
worthwhile in a general statement such as this to draw them apart. As we use
Meso-American tradition, it refers to those groups descended from MesoAmerican aboriginal cultures or which have adopted their basic culture.
As a minimum definition, such groups must be considered as Indian by themselves and by neighboring Spanish-Americans, and maintain certain forms of
social organization which are similarly thought to be distinctively Indian.
Such distinctive social organizational features need not stem from a MesoAmerican origin; indeed, many of the features which distinguish Indian groups
today are of Spanish colonial origin but have evolved as distinctive Indian
traits.
The Neso-American region in general was recently redefined in a symposium (Tax et al. 1952). I n Central America it extends from the western and
northwestern border of Guatemala to a line which runs northeast and southwest and bisects Guatemala City; large enclaves are found in the Departments
of Jalapa and Chiquimula, spilling over from the latter into Honduras, and in
the southwest piedmont and coast of El Salvador, probably connected with
similar groups in the Department of Jutiapa, Guatemala. The Lenca region of
southwest Honduras is here considered as part of Meso-America. Smaller
isolates are found scattered in southeastern Guatemala, northeastern El Salvador, and the Pacific Belt of Nicaragua. Certain cultural enclaves in Honduras might be included, although due to their high degree of acculturation
they can also be considered as transitional to the Spanish-American tradition;
these are the Indians of eastern Santa Barbara and southeastern El Paraiso.
Whether certain groups should be included in this cultural tradition or another
cannot be determined a t present. The proper identification of the Cacaopera
Indians of northeastern El Salvador, the Jicaque of Yoro, the linguistically
unidentified Indians of El Paraiso, and those of Santa Barbara, are all open to
various interpretations. Their inclusion here in one or another tradition is
based not on historical knowledge but on the fact that today, because of similarities in culture, they are more conveniently included in one tradition than
another. This recognizes a convergence in culture by these groups with the
Meso-American tradition, just as many of the Spanish-American components
involve groups which were once Indian but which today are to be identified
as a part of the Spanish-American tradition.
I have found it useful to distinguish the major cultural components within
the Meso-American tradition principally on the basis of the degree of acculturation and assimilation of the group to the Spanish-American tradition.
While many cultural aspects of the more acculturated of these components are
similar to those of the Spanish-American tradition, the integration and differentiation of the culture traits indicate that, from the point of view of the
people involved, these groups should be identified as Indian. The following
classification, so far as I know, has not been presented previously except in the

ADAMS]

Central A merican Cultures

895

exploratory work of the various monographs of the survey (Adams items
d, e, f).

1. Traditional Indian Cultural Component
Geography and history: This component is what La Farge has called the
“Recent Indian” (1940) and includes the highland Indian groups, principally
those of the midwestern and northwestern highlands of Guatemala, which
have retained the greatest degree of conservatism. I t is a highly stable group,
typified by the Indians of such communities as Chichicastenango, Joyabbj,
Todos Santos, Nahuala, and some of the towns of Lake Atitlan. The region in
which Traditional Indian communities are found contains various Modified
Indian communities and some communities of predominantly Spanish-American tradition. While analyses have not yet been entirely clear, the conservative culture which marks the Traditional Indian population components seems
to rest largely on a strong religious-political system. This is breaking down a t
present in Guatemala under national political action.
Contemporary culture: Rule of thumb identification of this component is
the retention of a distinctive costume and a high degree of Indian monolingualism. The culture is generally structured around the religious and political
age-hierarchy system; a highly syncretistic religion composed of Catholic,
Maya, and recently emerging elements; and a family-based, subsistence-market
economy. The general social structure revolves around a community-centered
municipio, in which the Indians of each municipio may be considered as a
distinct population component. Relationships with members of other population components are highly restricted, and the communities involved are characterized by an intentional cultural insulation. While economically the communities are as independent as are the Spanish-American independent farmers,
they are nonetheless dependent both on other communities and on the SpanishAmericans through a strong regional trade pattern. The fact of high monolingualism makes communication difficult with most other components.
2. Modified Independen[ Indian Cultural Component
3. Modijied Indian Labor Cultural Component

Geography and history: These two components occupy the same geographical regions, the southwestern piedmont of Guatemala, many Indian communities in the Departments of Sacatepequez, Chimaltenango, Guatemala,
Totonicapan, and probably the Alta and Baja Verapaz. The inclusion of the
Alta Verapaz is open to question, since much of the Indian population of that
department is monolingual. This is a n exception to the general picture, however, and it seems that the Alta Verapaz is undergoing a rather different series
of acculturative steps than the rest of the Indian population. There are many
important islands of Modified communities, mainly the Pocoman of Jalapa,
the Chorti of Chiquimula and adjacent Honduras, a few surviving communities
such as Izalco, Panchimalco, and Cacaopera in El Salvador, and the large
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body of Lenca Indians in the southwestern highlands of Honduras. The Lenca
may conveniently be considered as a distinct regional tradition which has
tended to converge and become more similar to the Maya tradition in the
course of acculturation. The same is true of the Cacaopera group. These groups
have been formed through the gradual acculturation of entire Indian communities. I n the case of the Indian labor component, the acculturation has been
speeded up by the destruction of any Indian supra-familial social organization by the effects of the farm supervisory system. In the case of the independent Indians, other factors, such as national political action, have caused the
partial breakdown of the older organization. The Modified Indian component,
like the succeeding Ladinoized, is a stage in the gradual assimilation of the
Indian.
Contemporary culture: Modified Indian communities may be identified by
the rule of thumb that the women, but not the men, retain a distinctive
costume, and that bilingualism (Spanish and an Indian Language) predominates. Modified communities of Indians will include persons who have individually moved further toward total acculturation to the Spanish-American
tradition, but who still participate in the Indian social organization. The
independent component retains significant social organizational forms which
are recognized as being distinct from those of the Spanish-American; in the
labor component, such organizations have already been lost. This, together
with the ramifications of living on a farm as labor, has introduced the principal differences between the two components within the general Modified
degree of acculturation. Both Modified components are much less insulated
than are the traditional groups; they usually participate t o a greater degree
commercially with the Spanish-American, and their bilingualism permits
more communication with the outsiders. There is a greater loss of individuals
to the Spanish-American lower classes and to the emergent middle class than
there is in Traditional communities.
4. Ladinoized Independent I n d i a n Cultural Component
5 . Ladinoized I n d i a n Labor Cultural Component

Geography and history: These components are found as occasional communities in the Indian region of western Guatemala, particularly near the border
of the Spanish-American region. To the east and south of this, they are found
as surviving isolates, e.g., the Indian barrios of Guazacapan and Chiquimulilla
(Guatemala), the Nonualcos and Conchagua (El Salvador), many communities
in the Lenca region and those of Santa Barbara and El Paraiso (Honduras),
and the surviving groups such as Monimb6 and Subtiaba (Nicaragua) and
Rfatamb6 (Costa Rica). This component is the next to the last step along the
road of assimilation to Spanish-American culture. The term “Indian” in some
of the most assimilated of these, such as in Subtiaba and hfatambu, seems t o
have largely a social class significance. The two components are generally
mixed within the region.
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Contemporary culture: In terms of traits, the culture of these components is
very similar to that of the various rural Spanish-American components.
However, they still retain a few distinctive elements to set them apart. il,lembers of the ladinoized Indian communities usually consider themselves Indians,
but in the last stages of assimilation, such as in MatambG, they may not.
There is usually little or no Indian language or distinctive costume left. In
the independent communities, however, distinctive social organizations still
hold; on the farms, as in the case of the Modified labor components, there are
seldom such organizations. I n their relationships with other components
they are frequently considered as being a t the bottom of whatever local status
system there may be, but this, I believe, is as much a function of their usual
poverty as of their cultural status.
Ladinoized communities present one of those cases of a component which
could conceivably be a member of two traditions simultaneously; they have
so much of the Spanish-American tradition, particularly in the final stages of
acculturation (e.g., Subtiaba and MatambG), that they might equally well
be considered as members of one of the Spanish-American components. Because of this convergence, the decision as to whether these components are to
be regarded as Indian or Spanish-American is somewhat arbitrary, and is
based on the criterion that the members usually consider themselves as “Indians” and are so regarded by the Spanish-Americans.
C. South American Cultural Tradition
The concept of the South American Cultural Tradition is somewhat more
arbitrary than the Meso-American Tradition. The latter is generally recognized to involve a sharing of traits historically among certain groups. The
Indians to whom we refer as being in the South American tradition, however,
share traits but may not be closely related historically. Many of them have a
language which belongs to the general Chibchan stock, but the culture a t the
time of the conquest has been classified by Steward and others (1946-50) as
neither as high as the Andean or Meso-American traditions, nor as low as the
tropical forest tribes. I n any case, these tribes reacted more differentially to
conquest than did the Meso-American tribes. The main similarity among
them is that they were either exterminated or sought refuge in areas which were
not regarded favorably by the Spanish, and later, the Spanish-Americans.
The contemporary groups of this category, which include all the surviving
Central American aboriginal groups outside the Meso-American tradition, are
rarely the direct social descendents of groups which existed a t the time of
conquest. Most, especially the Guaymi and Boruca, involve remnants of various Indian tribes. Due to the generally deculturated nature of many of the
South American groups, and the fact that they are somewhat isolated from
one another, it is not possible to formulate the classification based merely on
acculturation that was possible in the Meso-American tradition. It is most
convenient to divide the populations involved first into regional traditions
and then, within that framework, into surviving cultural components. None
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of these groups except the Boruca were visited in the course of the survey,
although information was gathered concerning the Matagalpa and Yoro
Jicaque. For each component, reference is made to the works on which the
classification is based, and bibliographies may be found in those references.
Cultural descriptions will generally be omitted, since they are available in the
other sources.

I. Jicaque Regional Tradition
The problem of the Jicaque has been studied by Stone and earlier by Von
Hagen. They have recently been related linguistically to a Hokan group,
which suggests a Meso-American affiliation rather than South American, but
our assignment here is derived from the similarity of their contemporary culture to the general southern oriented groups (Von Hagen 1943; Stone MS.a , iind
other references therein).
1. Torrupan Cultural Component

Geography and history: A small isolate of about 200 (Stone Ms. a) in 1955,
a t the juncture of the Honduran Departments of Olancho, Yoro, and Francisco
Morazan.
Contemporary culture: See Stone Ms. a, and Von Hagen 1943; an intensive
study by Anne C. Goode is a t present in the initial stage.
2. Yoro Jicaque Cultural Component

Geography and history: This component occupies the central and southern
rural portions of the Department of Yoro, Honduras.
Contemporary culture: This group is a deculturated and acculturated series
of communities which are historically related to the Torrupan. Some notes on
their culture are in Adams n.d. (f).

11. Atlantic Lowland Regional Tradition
These groups are culturally distinct and have had somewhat different
histories, due mainly to their responses to outside stimuli. The main studies,
although about a quarter of a century old, are those of Conzemius (1921,
1927-28, and 1932).
1. Paya Cultural Component

Geography and history: This component is found in a few settlements in the
Atlantic lowlands, mainly in the Department of Olancho.
Contemporary culture: This group is very deculturated; see Conzemius
1927-28.
2. Miskito Cultural Component

Geography and history: This component occupies the lower rivers of the
Atlantic coast and of eastern Honduras and Nicaragua, and shares its name
with the region. While racially this group has much Negro admixture, there
seem to be few African survivals in the culture.
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Contemporary culture: See Conzemius 1932, and Kirchhoff 1918.
3. Sumu Cultural Component

Geography and history: This component occupies the upper rivers of the
Atlantic lowlands of Nicaragua and eastern Honduras.
Contemporary culture: See Conzemius 1932, and Kirchhoff 1948.
4. R a m a Cultural Component

Geography and history: This is a remnant group occupying the Rama Cay,
off Bluefields, Nicaragua; it is known locally as the “Kamaque.”

Contemporary culture: The most recent data on this group were presented
in an article by Lliszl6 Pataky in the Managua newspaper L a Yrensa (no date
on the sheet I received, but probably 1955). Pataky states that there were
275 on Kama Cay and 35 near Punta Gorda; that they “fish, hunt, and work
a t agriculture; they speak only Rama and English, and only those near Punta
Gorda speak Spanish.” See Conzemius 1921.
5 . Guatuso Cultural Component

Geography and history: A collection of refugee groups now reduced to about
150 people, according to Stone Ms (b), in the communities of Margarita, El
Sol, and Tonjibe, in northern Costa Rica.
Contemporary culture: See Stone Ms (b).
111. Matagalpa Regional Tradition
Linguistically, this tradition might also include the El Paraiso and Cacaopera Indians, but these have been more conveniently included within the
Meso-American tradition.
Geography and history: Located in a restricted region within the Department of Matagalpa, Nicaragua.
Contemporary culture: See Adams n.d. (c), and Stone, Appendix, ibid.

IV. Talamanca Regional Tradition
This region includes a number of surviving enclaves of the Bribri, Boruca,
Cabecar, and Terreba. They have been delineated recently in the Stone Ms
(b), and one group, the Boruca, has received more intensive treatment in
Stone 1949. While I have listed four cultural components in Table 1, it may
be questionable whether, due to the convergence of cultures, these might not
better be considered as separate population components and be classified
together as a single cultural component.

I. Bribri Cultural Component
Geography and history: A few scattered communities on both sides of the
Talamanca range. Stone (Ms. b) estimates they number about 1800 people.
Contemporary culture: See Stone (Ms. b), and notes by Tschopik and Adams
(1952).
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2 . Boruca Cultural Compoicenl
Geography and history: Mainly found in a community of the same name,
and in scattered nearby settlements.
Contemporary culture: See Stone (Ms. b and 1949) and notes on Boruca by
Tschopik and Adams (1952).
3. Cabecares Cultural Component

Geography and history: Found on both sides of the Talamanca range in
scattered communities. See Stone (Ms. b).
Contemporary culture: See Stone (Ms. b), and notes on Ujarras by Tschopik
and Adams (1952).

4. Terreba Cultural Component
Geography and history: Located near the Boruca. See Stone (Ms. b).
Contemporary culture: See Stone (MS. b), and notes by Tschopik and Adams
(1952).

V. Guaymi Regional Tradition
This series of communities occupies most of the Province of Bocas del Tor0
in Panama. Evidence a t present does not permit subdividing the some 25,000
people involved into separate culture components, and they will here be
treated as one.
Geography and history: A collection of refugee groups living in scattered
communities in Bocas del Tor0 and Chiriqui.
Contemporary culture: See Johnson (1948) and Adams (b).

VI. Cuna Regional Tradition
Although the Cuna Indians are divided between an island group and some
mainland enclaves, they are evidently similar and consider themselves as
one. They are consequently included here as a single cultural component.
Geography and history: They now occupy the San Blas archipelago and are
found in small groups on the mainland of eastern Panama.
Contemporary culture: See Stout (1947), and the various works of W a s s h ,
Nordenskiold, Holmer, and others.
VII. Choco Regional Tradition
There may be a number of cultural components within this general tradition, but that which concerns us here is the population in Panama; others
live in Colombia.
Geography and history: This group lives in scattered settlements along the
rivers of central Darien, Panama.
Contemporary culture: See Stout (1948). There may be some variation developing within this group due to intermixture with a Colombian Negro population which has been moving into Darien.
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D. The Africo-American Cultural Tradition
This cultural tradition has no distinct regional traditions so far as I know,
and can be considered as a single cultural component, the Black Carib. Within
this component there are definite regional variants, with differences in multilingualism, occupation of men, and degree of adoption of the Spanish-American
tradition traits.

The Black Carib Cultural Component
Geography and history: This group is a littoral population which is scattered from Stann Creek, British Honduras, to Trujillo on the Honduran
coast. A few scattered enclaves are to be found as far south as Bluefields,
Nicaragua. This group was originally a mixture of an African Negro group with
an Island Carib population; they were moved to Central America about 1795.
Contemporary culture: They have what is, for Central America, a highly
distinctive culture. See Taylor (1951) and Adams (d, f). Further study is
planned by Nancie Solien for 1956.
E. The Africo-Euro-American Cultural Tradition
This tradition involves the various Antillean Negroes who over the last
century or more have drifted to Central America in search of, or in response to,
a call for labor. I t is likely that there are distinct cultural components (and
if not, certain regional variants) within this tradition, but the group has SO
consistently been omitted from cultural research that we are in no position
at present to delineate them. The multicultural studies of the Biesanzes in
Panama are really the only ones available which include this group. Since the
specific components are not clear, I will identify them only in terms of the
cultural tradition for the present.
Geography and history: Population components of Antillean Negroes are
found scattered along the north coast of Central America, especially in the
Bay Islands, the banana plantation regions (the Ulua Valley, Limon, Bocas
del Toro), and Panama Canal Zone, and on the Pacific side, in the developing
banana zones of Golfito and Puerto Armuelles. This population should not be
confused with remnant Negro elements of the colonial period, who were usually
brought in as slaves, but who have now generally been assimilated into the
Spanish-American population.
Contemporary culture: This population is usually English speaking, but
there is some variation depending upon their origin (e.g., French speakers from
Haiti). The culture involves a combination of some African survivals, strong
European Caribbean background and, depending upon the length of residence
in Central America, some adoption of Spanish-American traits.
G. Euro-American Cultural Tradition
This cultural tradition involves the non-Spanish Europeans who have
moved into Central America and have maintained their own traditions as
distinct from the Spanish-American tradition. There is some movement of
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individuals from these components to the cosmopolitan and emergent middle
classes of the Spanish-American tradition. Where fairly large numbers of these
people have come from one source, they have tended to recreate their “home”
culture in the new environment, It is this type which concerns us in the cultural components mentioned in the following. As is the case with the AfricoEuro-American tradition, these components have received little systematic
study, and therefore little can be said concerning them.
1. Anglo-American Islander Cultural Component

Geography and history: This is most important as the resident white population of the Bay Islands of Honduras. They came to this area from the Island
of Grand Cayman and from British Honduras. See Stone (1954), and Adams (f).
Contemporary culture: This culture is reminiscent of Victorianism, dominantly Protestant, and based on a fishing, seafaring, and agricultural economy.
The component is economically quite independent but subject to the vagaries
of the fish and copra markets. The members consider themselves superior to
the Ladino and Spanish society of the mainland.
2 . Anglo-A merican Commercial Cultural Component
Geography and history: This component is composed of scattered individuals
found mainly in capital cities or commercial centers, and on some farms. Some
are transient, such as when temporarily exploiting lumber or other resources
of limited availability. The component is increasing in size.
Contemporary culture: The culture is distinctly that of contemporary England and North America, with adjustments to the local environment and
cultural milieu. The members of ten consider themselves superior to the entire
Spanish-American tradition but find themselves somewhat isolated between
the cosmopolitan and emergent middle classes.
3 . German-American Cultural Component

Geography and hisfory: This component is fairly similar to the AngloAmerican commercial component in distribution.
Contemporary culture: The culture is similar to that of the previous group,
but stems from Germany rather than from the Anglo-American tradition.
Germans have tended to mingle with Spanish-Americans more than the AngloAmericans have.
4. Mediterranean- American Cultural Component

Geography and history: This component is scattered through the national
and provincial capitals of Central America, and is of particular importance in
the commerce of Honduras. It is composed of people of eastern Mediterranean
extraction, usually known as turcos or sirios, and frequently includes persons
of Jewish extraction who may or may not be of Mediterranean origin.
Contemporary culture: The members of this component often maintain
themselves as members of distinctive local in-groups. As with other Euro-
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Americans, they retain something of their original home culture, but usually
adjust to the local Spanish-American situation more easily than do some
others. There is some prejudice against this group on the part of SpanishAmericans.
H. India-A merican Cultural Tradition
So far as I know, there is only one population component, and consequently
only one cultural component, which falls into this cultural tradition; this is
the population of Hindu extraction which is found in one barrio of the town
of Livingston, Guatemala.
Geography and history: This component is found in the Barrio de Bacadillo,
Livingston. I t is no doubt historically related to similar groups of British
Guiana.
Contemporary culture: The culture has never been studied, but the group
is recognized by other Livingston residents as being distinct. I ts members
evidently prefer wheat and rice foods to either corn or cassava, the two aboriginal crops of the region. They are farmers and do some fishing.

I. Chinese-American Cultural Tradition
There may be regional variations or different cultural components within
this tradition, but they cannot be identified for the present since they have
received no systematic study. Consequently, as with the Antillean Negroes,
we must identify them as a whole.
Geography and history: This population is scattered throughout the Spanish-American area, particularly in medium sized commercial centers. I t is
composed of persons of Chinese ancestry who have retained a certain identification with their homeland.
Contemporary culture: This population has become quite acculturated to
the Spanish-American tradition, but has retained certain distinctive culture
traits, an interest in the Chinese homeland, and is generally involved (like
the Mediterranean-Americans) in commercial activities. I t is tending to become assimilated to the Spanish American tradition.
COMPARATIVE NOTES

The present attempt to provide a classification, along strictly defined lines,
of all the cultures found within a specific region of Latin America suggests
some comments with respect to previous attempts to classify Latin American
cultures. The ones which concern us here are those which attempt to include
all Latin American peoples, not just a restricted portion of them. Two general
types of classifications have been applied : generalized cultural classifications,
such as those proposed by Gillin (1953), Murdock (1951), and Wagley and
Harris (1955) ; and the specialized structural classifications, such as those
involving the folk culture and folk society concepts, and the classifications or
suggestions provided by Wolf (1955) and Mintz (1953). The generalized classifications have usually been derived by extending to unknown regions the
knowledge of certain studied communities or segments of Latin America. I
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know of no previous generalized classification which can claim to be empirically
based. On the other hand, the specialized classifications are empirically based
and do not claim to classify all elements of the population. Rather, they pick
on some particular features, usually structural, and classify a certain portion
of the population on the basis of their characteristics with respect to these
features.
Our specific concern here is with the general classifications. Those familiar
with the work of Wolf and Mintz will see parallels between certain of their
categories and those used in this paper; for the present, however, I do not wish
to push the identification.
I n Table 2 the elements of the Murdock, Gillin, and Wagley and Harris
classifications are equated with the categories used in the present classification.
This comparison brings out a number of differences.
First, even though all three of the earlier studies are concerned with inclusive classifications, none includes all the population components to be found
in Central America. Gillin’s comes the closest, and his omissions may be overTABLE
2.-rOMPARISON
O F LATINAMERICAN CULTURE CATEGORIES
CENTRAL
AMERICAN CULTURAL
COMPONENTS
Cultural Components

MurdocR, 1951
A. Honduran
A4. Salvadorean
B. Nicaraguan
C. Isthmus
C1. Costa Rican

1. Cosmopolitan
2. Local Upper Class
3. Emergent Middle Class
4. Mobile Rural Labor
5. Stable Rural Labor
6 . Independent Farmer
7. Urban Labor

8. Traditional Indian
9. Modified Independent Indian
10. Modified Indian Labor
11. Ladinoized Independent
12. Ladinoized Indian Labor

I

Gillin, 1953
Modern
Latin
American

Modern Indian or Republican Native

A l . Jicaque

AD. Paya
B2. Mosquito

WITH

Wagley and Harris, 1955
Metropolitan Upper Class
Town
Metropolitan Middle Class
Usina Plantation
Engenio Plantation
Peasant
Urban Proletariat
Modern Indian
(Usina Plantation 7)
(Engenio Plantation ?)

1

C4. Rams
19. Guatuso
20. Matsgalpa
21. Bribri
22. Boruca
23. Cabecar
24. Terreba
25. Guaymi
26. Cuna
27. Choco
28. Black Carib
29. Antillean Negro
30. Anglo-American Islander
31. Anglo-American Commercial
32. German-American
33. Mediterranean-American
34. India-American
35. Chinese-American

B2. Mosquito

“relatively untouched aboribinal
cultures”

Tribal
Indian

C5. Talamanca

C3. Guaymi
C2. Cuna
D13. Choco

New World African
(Metropolitan ?)
(Town ?)
(Peasant ?)
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looked since his classification was meant to be very general. Murdock omits
the Black Carib and, for Central America, ignores the presence of persons of
Antillean origin. I t is difficult, because of lack of cultural definition, to know
exactly what Wagley and Harris would do with these populations, since they
do not seem to fit immediately into any of their categories. Murdock’s problem
is the greatest because he has concerned himself, a t least theoretically, with
all historical periods.
Second, the Murdock and Wagley and Harris systems suffer from the lack
of comparability of categories. In Murdock’s system, “Costa Ricans” are evidently equated with the categories “Rama,” “Cuna,” and other surviving
Indian enclaves; in Wagley and Harris’ work, the opposite problem appears,
and the culture of the laborer on a specific type of farm is said to be comparable to that of any number of “tribal Indians.” This weakness is especially
apparent in Wagley and Harris’ presentation where they label each of their
categories as “subculture types.” They have placed themselves in the position
of saying that laborers on large plantations and on small, family owned plantations are as different from each other as each of them is from a Choco Indian;
furthermore, that the Guaymi Indian culture and that of the urban proletariat
of a Latin American city were merely “subcultures” of an unspecified superculture. Their differences also bring them to the conclusion that it may be
necessary to create further plantation subtypes based on different plantation
crop production. This would make extension of their classification to other
areas almost impossible.
A third problem, which is not evident from the table, is that each of these
classifications is based on different criteria, and only Gillin’s, because of its generalness, can be regarded as clear. I n terms of the present article, his categories
may be said to be classes of cultural traditions. Wagley and Harris, however,
use some structural differences (in their Town, Peasant, Usina Plantation,
Urban Proletariat, etc.) and some broad culture type differences, as between
the Modern Indian and Tribal Indian. Murdock does not seem to use any special criteria except that the groups involved are different.
I n general, these three classifications suffer from a common problem: they
are based on information which was not collected for the specific purpose of
formulating such a classification. While they may be said to be empirical to
some degree, they are largely dependent upon logical extensions of the results
yielded by studies which were designed for other purposes. This has led to the
construction of schemes which were of necessity limited in scope and, unfortunately, to the assumption that features of culture content and social and
cultural structure found in one place will inevitably be repeated in others.
I n most attempts to classify Latin American cultures and societies there
has been an assumption that Latin American cultures are of a few basic types,
and that within these types the cultures are basically similar. While much can
be said for this assumption, it has not been demonstrated as yet, and we do
not even have a clear definition of what is meant by “basically similar.’’ I
am convinced that a useful delineation of both cultures and culture types in
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Latin America must ultimately be derived from more empirically based studies
within defined regions. The assumption of common culture in Latin America
may a t present be leading to false identification of structures and to some
unwarranted assumptions of parallelism. I t is also methodologically unsound,
and demonstrates some of the more unfortunate aspects of the anthropological
approach.
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