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− Announcements 
− Books ordered OK? 
− Class website OK? 

− Quiz 

− Answers 

− What is Anthropology? 
− study of humanity 

− study of societies (groups with their organization, institutions, relations, rules of behavior) 
− 3 major distinguishing features 

− strongly based on the concept of culture 
− (much more on this in future classes) 
− for now: the learned, shared values, beliefs, and rules that structure the thinking and 

behavior of members of a group 
− unlike psychology, sociology, political science, economics… which otherwise overlap 

in many ways with anthro 
− divided into 

− symbolic culture: what and how people think and communicate; thought, language, 
non-linguistic communication, values, etc. 

− material culture: the things people make and use; they obviously embody some 
aspects of symbolic culture 

− also divided into 
− real culture: how people actually behave 
− ideal culture: how people think or say things work 

− holistic view 
− must take all aspects of culture or society into account to understand culture or society 
− unlike psych, econ, poli sci, etc. that tend to emphasize one realm and ignore others 

− comparative approach 
− collect and compare examples of different ways of living 
− value all different ways equally 

− no assumption that our own is necessarily the best, most natural, most common, etc. 
− interest in learning what is universal and what is not, why certain variations occur in 

certain circumstances, why certain features tend to occur together, etc. 
− also interested in comparisons across time: culture change 

− globalization being the overarching process now 
− but actually since 1492 or before 

− 4 main subfields 
− Physical or biological anthropology 

− study of humans as biological organisms 
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− biological and population results of cultural practices like marriage patterns, 
activities, food choices, etc. 

− how those biological and population results in turn affect culture and society - a 
feedback system 

− paleoanthropology: evolution of humans and our closer relatives 
− primatology: study of non-human primates for clues about basic human nature 

− Cultural anthropology 
− study of living people and societies; much more about this throughout the rest of the 

course 
−−−−    ethnography: description of a culture 

−−−−    through the process of participant observation 
−−−−    refers to both the product (an ethnography is a book) 
−−−−    and the process (anthropologists do ethnography) 

−−−−    ethnology: the study of cultures, based on personal observation and on reading 
ethnographies 
−−−−    coming up with generalizations, patterns, theories, etc. about cultures 

−−−−    Archaeology 
− study of past cultures based primarily on remains of material culture 
− reconstruction of past symbolic culture from the remains of past material culture 

− Linguistic anthropology 
− developed from the practical need of anthropologists to learn and document unstudied 

languages, often without their own writing system 
− study of language itself, documenting and understanding languages, their variations, 

their logic, their development (historical linguistics) 
− language learning: the cognitive processes involved, much as in other aspects of 

construction of identity and symbolic culture 
− especially: language use in social context 
− how language is influenced by other aspects of culture, and how it influences other 

aspects of culture 
− Many other, cross-cutting types of anthropology 

− medical anthropology 
− cognitive anthropology 
− visual anthropology 
− forensic anthropology 
− feminist anthropology 
−−−−    anthropology of law 
−−−−    and countless other subdivisions… 

− Most broadly, applied anthropology 
− government development and aid projects 
− medical programs 
− non-governmental organizations (non-profits), often development, economic, advocacy, 

human rights 
− UN 
− political policy and area experts 
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− business anthro: culture of the workplace, production, marketing, management 
− Some key concepts 

−−−−    ethnocentrism 
− the very common assumption that one's own culture is the best, most sensible, natural, 

normal, desirable, while cultures or practices that differ from it are inferior, abnormal, 
unnatural, irrational 

−−−−    cultural relativism 
− view that cultures and practices are usually best understood in their own context, in their 

own terms, from the point of view of the people of that culture 
− suspension of judgment of cultures and practices in order to allow for understanding 

them in their own context 
−−−−    ethical relativism 

− accepting all practices and ethics surrounding them as equally valid 
− right and wrong is relative to the culture; one cannot judge ethics from outside the 

culture 
− note that this is NOT required for cultural relativism, and is a position that many 

anthropologists would not accept 

− Miner 1956: Body Ritual Among the Nacirema 
− Who are the Nacirema? 
− Is the description and explanation accurate? 

− in what ways not, and why not? 
− What do you think Miner was trying to say in this piece? 

− superficially, to poke fun at anthropologists 
− use pompous language 
− get things wrong or distorted due to poor translation 

− "holy-mouth-men" 
− overuse ritual and ceremonial explanations 

− more significantly, to get us to think 
− about how strange our own customs are 
− are these practices really rational, or is the "anthropologist" in this piece actually correct 

that they are ritual or magical? 
− in what way is the anthropologist "wrong", if at all? 

− as Gary Ferraro, the editor of the reader, says, it is to make us 
− confront our own ethnocentrism 
− in that we assume that our own practices are rational without considering whether they 

really are 
− we consider our own practices normal and natural, so it is jarring to hear them described 

as ritualized, illogical, even disturbed (masochistic and sadistic) 
− yet, is that incorrect? 

− So, our own culture, when described by an anthropologist, no longer seems privileged, 
more natural, more rational 
− it is just another weird culture 
− as arbitrary and artificial as all the others 


