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Abstract: 
 

Is the concept of worldview dead in contemporary anthropology? During a recent 
discussion on an anthropology listserve, a “firestorm” was created by the use of the term 
“worldview.” The majority of respondents opined that they no longer considered 
worldview a valuable analytic construct within anthropology. So, has worldview analysis 
been largely abandoned within contemporary anthropology? This spirited banter 
prompted a simple research project to assess how prevalent the worldview concept and 
usage of the term is held within wider anthropology circles. The project was conducted—
using a ten year and ten pages deep anthropology-filtered Google search—to see if the 
term is still being used and by whom. 
 
This paper discusses preliminary findings; and an initial analysis suggests that far from 
what has been suggested, “worldview” remains in strong usage within contemporary 
anthropology. A second interesting finding is that remaining theoretical interest in the 
topic appears most particularly within a unique subset of anthropological specialties (e.g. 
cognitive anthropology, medical anthropology, psychological anthropology and linguistic 
anthropology) that typically characterize the newly emerging paradigm of the 
anthropological sciences 
 

 
Is worldview1 analysis dead within modern anthropology? This is a question I asked in a paper 
presented at a recent American Anthropological Association (AAA) meeting.2 The query was 
initially spawned by a lively anthropology listserve discussion that began in late 2008 when a 
linguist posted a request for help with a worldview seminar. In response to the request one 
respondent suggested that American anthropologists have long since abandoned use of the 
worldview concept. Another considered worldview analysis a problematic paradigm no longer 
worth defending. A third expressed difficulty thinking of anything significant written during the 
last 30 years that used the term worldview. A fourth quipped he would be surprised to find one 
prominent anthropologist still organizing their research under this construct. Although a few 
posters gave token examples of contemporary sightings of worldview analysis within current 
anthropology, the majority opined that American anthropologists concerned with essentialism, 
have long-since abandoned the use of the concept as a useful analytical model. This majority 
concurred with the status of worldview within anthropology as “near moribund,” and it became 
clear that use of worldview as an organizational/theoretical framework has fallen into disfavor 
among anthropological theorists (at least according to this select group of anthropologists). 
Figure 1 displays several of these comments (all taken from the listserve discussion), 
representative of this common sentiment. And this perception seemingly is shared beyond this 

                                                 
1 Although the literature is inconsistent about whether the “correct” rendering is worldview(s), world view, or world-view, I choose to use the 
term “worldview” throughout this article for consistency.  
 
2 The 108th Annual Meeting of the American Anthropological Association held in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania December 2 - 6, 2009. 
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listserve as well. According to one recent author, anthropology “largely jettisoned the conceptual 
framework of worldview as a central base for cultural investigation decades ago” (Moreau 2009). 
 
As an anthropologist who still teaches worldview, these comments prompted me to conduct a 
simple research project. I set out to assess how prevalent the worldview concept (and usage of 
the term) is within wider anthropology circles. To investigate the topic I conducted Internet 
searches through Anthrosource, Infosource and Google, filtering for “anthropology” and 
“worldview” and limiting the search to the last ten years. My goal was to discover if the term 
worldview is still being used within anthropology circles and by whom. 
 
The findings revealed a number of interesting facts: First of all, I found over 50 universities and 
colleges throughout the world that still list anthropology courses with “worldview” in the course 
title (or as a major topic covered in the course) or that featured the topic somewhere on their 
anthropology department web page (Figure 2). Next I found that there still is a plethora of 
scholarly works either about worldview or which employ the worldview concept that are being 
produced within the rubric of anthropology. The works included six textbooks (Figure 3), eight 
other books (Figure 4), twenty-nine journal articles (I have listed only the five most recent in 
Figure 5 for sake of brevity), and a variety of recent conferences and seminars lead by or 
involving anthropologists that focused on worldview (Figure 6). And, when I looked for the term 
“worldview” or “world view” at the AAA Web site, my search returned over 1500 hits! Figure 7 
is an exemplary passage from the AAA statement on race that represents three such usages of the 
term worldview at the AAA homepage.  
 
I should probably make a distinction between a “casual” usage of the term worldview (i.e., just 
referring to the way people look at the world) and a more analytical convention. It is likely that 
many of the 1500-plus instances of the term occurring in the AAA site are “casual” as opposed 
to “analytic,” but the various other sources noted above certainly use worldview as a framework 
for analysis. So it appears that over the past ten years, many anthropologists have still been 
writing about worldview as an analytical construct. Even at the 2009 AAA meetings there were 
three papers (including my own) with worldview in the title (Figure 8). Twenty-two others 
matched worldview in abstract wording during a “keyword” search of the same conference. 
Likewise, twenty-three papers given at the 2006 and 2009 Society for Applied Anthropology 
meetings matched a worldview key word search. There is also a whole interdisciplinary journal 
published by Brill (which includes anthropology) that is dedicated to the topic of worldview.3 

And beyond anthropology, several other disciplines (drawing on anthropology) have still been 
usefully employing worldview as a unifying construct as can be seen in Figure 9. 
 
So, why this clash of perceptions? First, an observation: During my research I noticed that usage 
of the term, and interest in the topic, appear more often within a unique subset of anthropological 
specialties (e.g. cognitive anthropology, medical anthropology, linguistic anthropology, and 
psychological anthropology).4 In this era of sub-specialization it has become harder to keep up 

                                                 
3 “Worldviews: Global Religions, Culture, and Ecology” is published by Brill. The journal is said to focus on “a range of disciplinary areas 
including Anthropology, Environmental Studies, Geography, Philosophy, religious Studies, Sociology and Theology.” 
  
4 These sub-specialties are all generally interests of the newly emerging Society for Anthropological Sciences (SASci), a special interest section 
of the AAA.   
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with developments in other anthropology domains beyond one’s own specialties. Perhaps this 
leads those less familiar with the literature within these specialties to the erroneous perception 
that no one in anthropology is talking about, or using worldview as an organizing framework in 
anthropological literature anymore. Likewise, these days many practitioners of the specialties 
noted above attend and present worldview-focused papers at their various sub-discipline 
conferences (such as the SFAA, SMA and LSA)5 rather than at the AAA annual meetings. This 
would make worldview even less visible to many within the AAA, further reinforcing the 
perception that no one in anthropology is talking about worldview as an organizing framework 
anymore. Thus, it has become clear to me through this cursory examination that usage of the 
worldview concept, as an organizing analytical framework, is stronger outside the general 
section of the AAA; that is, within the more APPLIED arms of anthropology (e.g. SFAA, SMA, 
LSA, etc.) than is generally admitted.  
 
Or perhaps there is a deeper clash of paradigms? Postmodernism is certainly the dominant 
paradigm within the AAA these days and concern about essentialism has been a characteristic 
feature of Postmodern theory. Perhaps Postmodernism’s overt concern about essentialism has led 
its strongest adherents to represent worldview analysis as “insignificant,” “extremely marginal” 
and “no longer worth defending” within anthropology6? Or perhaps with Postmodernism’s shift 
to other important issues (e.g. power structures, issues of hegemony, etc.) the new dominant 
paradigm has simply just moved on, leaving many to assume—by lack of visibility—that 
worldview analysis is no longer a useful construct for anthropologists?  
 
The Postmodernist critique is certainly valuable, yet as I have demonstrated, the term worldview 
is still in regular use within a large number of anthropology departments, and worldview analysis 
is actually still in moderate use within anthropology, both inside and outside the academy (albeit 
more prominently in minority paradigms of applied anthropology and SASci). These non-
dominant paradigms continue to see worldview analysis as a valuable organizing framework  
from the vantage point from which they approach culture. 
 
However, I don’t want to leave the impression that the perspectives of Postmodernism are 
antithetical to the discussion of worldview. Far from it. Those engaging in worldview studies 
need to account for the concerns of essentialism. I believe most anthropological adherents to 
worldview analysis that I have reviewed have considered and accounted for extant critiques.  
 
In summary, it would seem that the worldview concept, although no longer in vogue in the 
dominant paradigm of American anthropology, has remained a fruitful construct of analysis over 
the past decade for several other valid anthropological paradigms. There seems to be agreement 
among those still using worldview effectively as an analytical framework, that cultures—if I can 
still use that word—do have central ideas or themes that serve to organize a wide variety of 
things, from material culture to political behavior. And recognizing the limitations, worldview is 
still a valuable construct for studying and representing these ideas. In the end, I hope the rest of 
us anthropologists will not throw the baby (worldview) out with the bathwater (valid concerns of 
about essentialism); I would rather that those most concerned just help us change the dirty 
                                                 
5 These acronyms represent the Society for Applied Anthropology, Society for Medical Anthropology and Linguistic Society of America 
respectively. 
 
6 These were other evaluations given of the worldview concept during the listserve discussion. 
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diaper. And finally, I must caution that this article represents only preliminary findings and it 
certainly represents the self-reflexive and moderately moderate postmodern worldview of its 
author. 
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Figure 1 Representative email comments from the listserve discussion: 
 
"…Anthropologists here in the USA tend not to speak of worldview anymore…” 
 
“Actually I’m having trouble thinking of anything significant written by 
anthropologist in the last 30 years…if not 30 years than 20 years. And the move is not 
just American, it’s global…” 
 
“…the worldview concept, though not ‘completely’ moribund in mainstream 
anthropology is extremely marginal…” 
 
 “…secular anthropologist, who ALMOST never use worldview as a significant 
theoretical construct…” 
 
“I would be surprised to find ANY anthropologist at UC, Cornell, or Oregon who 
organize their research under the overarching construct, and would be VERY 
surprised to find two or more at any school.” 
 
“Worldview, however, is now so particular to the missiological community, that I 
wonder why it should be defended.” 
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Figure 2 A partial list of schools that still have anthropology courses with worldview in 
the course title (or as a major topic covered in the course) or the topic featured at their 
Anthro Department WEB page: 
 
Univ. of Missouri St. Louis, Univ. Alabama, Southern Oregon Univ., St. Louis Community 
College, UCLA, Sacramento City College, Wichita State University, Univ. of West 
Georgia, Yukon College, UC Berkley, USC, Purdue, CSU Dominguez Hills, Auburn, 
Willamette, Leiden, Sarah Lawrence College, Univ. Nebraska (Omaha), Univ. of Utah, 
MIT, Univ. of North Dakota, Georgia  State, Emory, Drexel, Western Michigan, Rhodes 
College, Lewis and Clark College, Heidelberg University (Germany), Boise State, Univ. of 
Lethbridge, Univ. of Calgary (Canada), Broward College, Ohio State University, Cal State 
Fullerton, Cal State San Marcos, Cal State Fresno, Univ. of Idaho, UC Riverside, 
Providence College, Univ. of Auckland (New Zealand), Univ. of Michigan, McAllister 
College, San Jose State Univ., Univ. of Florida, Univ. of Connecticut, Palomar College, 
Wright State Univ., Lehigh Univ., Yale Univ., Univ. of Ballarat (Australia), Indian River 
State College, Univ. of British Columbia (Canada), Univ. of Texas (Austin), Boston Univ., 
Univ. of Tennessee (Knoxville), Florida State Univ. 

Figure 3 Anthropology textbooks that still employ the Worldview Concept (listed most 
recent to older) 
 
Peoples, James and Garrick Bailey 
2009. Humanity: An Introduction to Cultural Anthropology. Wadsworth. 
           (Chapter 14 “Religion and Worldview”) 
 
Lavenda, Robert H. and Emily A. Schultz 
2007. Cultural Anthropology: What does it mean to be Human. Oxford University Press. 
          (Chapters 10 and 11 feature worldview) 
 
Rapport, Nigel and Joanne Overing  
2007. Social and Cultural Anthropology: The Key Concepts. Routlege.  
          (worldview as a key concept) 
 
Bowie, Fiona 
2006. The Anthropology of Religion: An Introduction. Blackwell.  
           (makes 2 mentions of worldview) 
 
Delaney, Carol Lowery 
2004. Investigating Culture: An Experimental Introduction. Blackwell. 
           (worldview focus in chapter 3) 
 
Herzfeld, Michael  
2001. Anthropology: Theoretical Practice in Culture and Society. UNESCO. 
           (makes several mentions of worldview) 
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Figure 4 Recent Anthropology Books (most recent to older) 
 
Hiebert, Paul 
2008.  Transforming Worldviews: An Anthropological Understanding of How 
           People Change. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Press. 
 
Erickson, Paul A. and Liam D. Murphy 
2008.  A History of Anthropological Theory. Univ. of Toronto Press.  
           (mentions worldview theory) 
 
Smedley, Audrey 
2007.  Race In North America: Origins and Evolution of a Worldview.   
           Westview. 
 
Kearney, Michael 
2004.  Changing Fields of Anthropology: From Local to Global.  
            Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 
            (discusses worldview concept) 
  
Schafft, Gretchen 
2004.  From Racism to Genocide: Anthropology in the Third Reich.   
           University of Illinois Press. 
          (discusses Nazi worldview)  
 
Wagner, Roy 
2001.  An Anthropology of the Subject: Holographic Worldview in New  
           Guinea and Its Meaning and Significance for the World of  
           Anthropology. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Zimmerman, Andrew  
2001.  Anthropology and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany.   
           Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
           (discusses “anthropology's antihumanist worldview”) 
 
Jordan, Peter 
2001.  The Materiality of Shamanism as a “Worldview:” Praxis, artifacts and  
           Landscape. In Neil Price (Ed.) The Archaeology of Shamanism.   
           Routledge  
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Figure 5 Journal Articles (twenty-nine total- only the five most recent listed here for sake 
of brevity) 
 
Rasmussen, Susan, 
2008.  Worldview, the Orichas, and Santerýa: Africa to Cuba and Beyond by Mercedes Cros  
            Sandoval . In American Anthropologist Volume 110:1 (March 2008). 
 
Maschio, Thomas. 
2007.  How Doctors and Patients Talk Past One Another: The Clash of Scientific and Folk 
           Worldviews. In Anthropology News, Volume 48:4 (April 2007). 
 
Robarchek, Clayton and Carole Robarchek. 
2005.  Waorani Grief and the Witch-Killer's Rage: Worldview, Emotion, and Anthropological 
           Explanation. In Ethos Volume 33:2 (June 2005) Pages: 206-230. 
 
Theodossopoulos, Dimitrios 
2004.  The Turks and Their Nation in the Worldview of Greeks in Patras. In History 
          and Anthropology 15:1. 
 
Brerenton, Derek P. 
2004.  Preface for a critical realist ethnology part II in Journal of Critical Realism, Vol 3:2 
          (Heavy analytic usage of worldview). 
 
 

Figure 6 Conferences conducted by (or with) anthropologists 
 
2009.  Darrell Whiteman. Culture, Values and Worldview. 
 
2007.  Elizabeth Chamberlain. Value/Beliefs/Worldview. 
          (psychological anthro) 
 
2007.  Worldview - An International Program for Educators  
           (multidisciplinary including anthro), Chapel Hill, NC  
           (http://www.unc.edu/world/). University of North Carolina 
           at Chapel Hill. 

 
       Other: 
       2008.  “Worldview Visual Anthropology.” A film screened as part 
                   of the Society for Visual Anthropology Visual Conference,  
                   September 28, 2008. 
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Figure 7 Exemplary passages from AAA Statement on Race 
 
…“Race” thus evolved as a worldview, a body of prejudgments that distorts our ideas about 
human differences and group behavior… 
…The “racial” worldview was invented to assign some groups to perpetual low status, while 
others were permitted access to privilege, power, and wealth. The tragedy in the United States 
has been that the policies and practices stemming from this worldview succeeded all too well in 
constructing unequal populations among Europeans, Native Americans, and peoples of African 
descent.  (Emphasis added) 

Figure 8 Worldview papers delivered at the 2009 AAA meetings 
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 Figure 9 Other disciplines usefully employing “worldview” as a unifying construct 
(drawing from anthropology) 
 

Cross-cultural counseling: 
Trevifio, Jane. 
1996. Worldview and Change in Cross-Cultural Counseling. In The Counseling  
           Psychologist, Vol. 24, No. 2, 198-215. 
Engineering: 
Slay, Jill 
2001. A Worldview Analysis of the effect of Culture Within C2. A paper presented at the 
6th International Command and Control Research and Technology Symposium, June 19, 
2001. 
 
What is Worldview? Engineering Department Oregon State Univ. 
(http://web.engr.oregonstate.edu/~funkk/Personal/worldview.html). 
 
Healthcare: 
Body, Soul and Spirit-  A Medical Anthropology. Chapter 4 from “The Whole Person 
Approach to Health Care Handbook,”  found at the Whole Person Health Trust 
(http://www.wphtrust.com/). 
 
Education: 
Cobern, William (ASU)  
1994.  World view theory and science education research (NARST Monograph# 3). A 
paper presented at the 1994 annual meeting of the National Association for Research in 
Science Teaching, Anaheim, CA, March 26-29.  

 
 
 


