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− Quiz 

− Middleton 47-53, 58-66 (Ch 3: Our Lived Difference) 
− p. 47, nice way of putting it: people are shaped by their cultures: by living in their own 

"neighborhood" 
− when we see different behavior in another neighborhood, we naturally try to understand it 

based on what we know 
− but the assumptions we learned in our neighborhood may be irrelevant in a different 

neighborhood 
− 3 ways to approach other cultures 

−−−−    1. understanding culture as adaptation 
− used here as in ecology: a way of getting along in the environment and other 

circumstances 
− "adaptive" here means "fits the environment" or "produces success" 
− this is "adaptive" in the Darwinian sense of "being well adapted to the environment" 
− NOT the colloquial use of "adaptive" to mean "changing", "flexible", "responsive to 

new circumstances" etc. 
− modern human adaptation includes farming, methods of living in large settlements, war, 

etc. 
− so: using this approach, we would look at a culture in terms of the perceived needs and 

problems it provides solutions to 
− that is, we would try to make sense of a culture as a way of dealing with the 

circumstances the people face 
− examples: urban poor subcultures are understandable in terms of dealing with problems 

they face 
− street-corner men have good reasons to turn down work 
− "disorganized families" can be understood as actually adaptations to realities of 

modern American urban poverty 
− a way of distributing needed resources through sharing 
− developing a support network 
− creating reciprocal obligations 

−−−−    2. understanding culture as meaning 
− meanings in the sense of interpretations of events and things; beliefs, values, attitudes 

− ex: the meaning of plowing a field 
− in US: "improvement", ownership, production, use 
− in Peru: violation that will upset the spirit of the earth (Pachamama) unless she is 

appeased 
− ex: "meaning" of transportation methods 

− Lexus vs. Toyota Corolla vs. SUV 
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− must understand "meaning" to understand behavior when confronted w. different 
vehicles; who owns them; how they drive them; etc. 

− Mountain bike vs. Schwinn 3-speed 
− Skateboard vs. Razor vs. motorized Razor 

− using this approach, we would try to understand a culture in terms of the meanings it 
imparts to things, people, events 
− if we understand the meanings, the reactions to the meanings will make sense 

−−−−    3. understanding culture as system of interrelated parts 
− system in the sense of interconnected, interdependent parts 

− example: economics interact w. politics, religion, migration, etc. 
− a change in one thing affects many others 

− example: building a road 
− affects price of nearby houses (up or down, depending on the circumstances) 
− price affects who can rent or buy the houses 
− who rents or buys affects what languages are spoken in the neighborhood 
− and the religion practiced there 
− so fully understanding religious practices in the neighborhood requires involves 

understanding the politics and economics of road construction… 
− example: (p. 62) gender roles affected by: 

− economy and labor market 
− mode of food production and thus family arrangements 
− warfare 
− relative income contributed by each gender 
− degree of segregation between public and domestic spheres 
− degree of sociocultural complexity 
− so fully understanding behavior surrounding gender requires understanding the 

economic, military, social, and other aspects of the culture 
− one application: the origin of ethnic groups and boundaries 

− to understand where a given ethnic category comes from, why it persists, and the way 
it affects people's behavior, we need to understand the systemic context  

− ethnicity is often about power, wealth, competition, as much or more than ethnic 
"essence" 

− boundaries often harden in times of hardship and competition, loosen in good times 
− anti-immigrant feeling when unemployment rises, as in unified Germany, or here 

recently 
− ethnicity is negotiated, historical, dynamic, dependent on the social and cultural 

systems it is embedded in 
− NOT essential, self-evident, unchanging, or obvious to understand 

− an additional concept: Culture as text [see Robbins 2006:20-36] 
− Example of Sherlock Holmes examining a man's watch and inferring many things about him 

− "reading" the "text" of the watch to learn about character of owner 
− analogous to "reading" the "text" of some practice or object to learn about the culture that 

it is part of 



Intro to Cultural Anthro F 2006 / Owen: Anthropological ways of thinking…    p. 3 
 

− Famous example by Clifford Geertz: Balinese cockfights 
− US football example of "reading" a "cultural text" 

− language clues 
− football is similar to war 

− offense, defense 
− blitz 
− bomb 

− football is about masculinity 
− jock 

− visual symbolism clues 
− again, football is about masculinity 

− uniforms and padding exaggerate masculine form 
− huge shoulders 
− narrow hips 
− bulging genitals 

− football is also about feminine sexuality 
− cheerleaders 

− football is about success 
− victory/loss are very important 
− more so than how a given game is played, or how close the outcome is 

− an ethnographer living among Americans would know that they tend to believe that 
− all people ideally have an equal opportunity 
− life is a roughly "level playing field", and 
− hard work and teamwork (specialization and submission to authority) bring success 

− so the ethnographer asks, "how do Americans learn this ideal, and why do they stick with 
it, despite daily evidence to the contrary?" 
− by creating a game or ritual that embodies the ideal 
− and participating in it (watching it) passionately and frequently 

− Perhaps football is a "text" with which Americans reinforce their ideal about life, work, 
and success by retelling it over and over in an emotionally laden way 
− so maybe football is really about business 
− implies that same concepts apply in business life 
− maybe all the football analogies in business conversation support this conclusion… 

− football (or the Balinese cockfight) need not have been intentionally created for this 
"storytelling" purpose 
− but it is popular in part because it fits so well with the cultural ideal 

− it is comfortable, reassuring, right 
− and by repeatedly "retelling" that "story", it helps to maintain the cultural ideal 

− to make it seem familiar, natural, unconsidered, true 

− Anthropology “makes the strange familiar, and the familiar strange” Spiro 1995, in Kottak 
2002. 
− what does this mean? 
− makes the strange familiar: makes other cultures understandable 
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− makes the familiar strange: makes us stop taking our own culture for granted, and look into 
our beliefs and behaviors more carefully 

− How anthropologists actually learn about cultures: doing ethnography 
− [this section derived largely from Kottak 2005:26-36] 
− participant observation 

− live, work, worship, etc. with people for an extended period 
− balance observing and taking notes with participating in the activities for first-hand 

understanding 
− conversations at various levels of formality 

− hanging out, casual conversation 
− interviews with little formal structure 
− interviews guided by an interview schedule 

− helps ensure that all the needed info is covered 
− but still open-ended and conversational 
− allow for unplanned digressions that may provide crucial info 

− genealogical method 
− collect information about who is related to who, and how 
− provides background essential to understanding specific people's interactions, as in 

Monaghan and Just story about the Indonesian Dou Donggo la Ninde "assaulting" ina 
Mone 

− helps build understanding of marriage rules, family relationships, gender roles, etc. 
− collecting this information sets up many opportunities for people to tell you interesting 

things, connected to kinship or not 
− key informants or cultural consultants 

− certain people who know a lot about some area of interest and are willing to explain things 
(sometimes for compensation)  

− life histories 
− collect the life stories of a few willing contacts 
− provides a wide variety of data and questions 

− these are qualitative methods (versus quantitative methods such as surveys, censuses, etc.) 
− they are anecdotal, but systematically so 
− they are not numerical or formally representative 
− but they provide the logical, symbolic, constructed framework for understanding a culture 

− other methods that complement ethnography and may be done together with it 
− surveys 

− provide quantitative data 
− like "60% of respondents say they believe in God" 

− still more common in sociology, political science, etc. 
− but useful to fill in quantitative data on some kinds of questions 
− usually a relatively impersonal questionnaire 
− given to a randomly selected sample of the population 
− doing qualitative ethnographic work first often helps to design better surveys for collecting 

quantitative data that will be interpretable 
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− while the survey results may lead to doing focused ethnography to understand the fuller 
context and meaning of the survey's results 

− other kinds of observations relevant to specific questions 
− mapping settlements, routes, use areas within households, etc. 
− recording ecological data like plants, animals, rainfall, etc. 
− health studies 

− any of countless kinds of medical data collection 
− diet studies 

− record (often weigh, etc.) everything people eat for a period of time 
− time allocation studies 

− follow people around and systematically record what they are doing on a regular, often 
minute-by-minute basis 

− archival research 
− relevant history 
− census records 
− agricultural records 

− and many others as needed to address particular questions of interest to the researcher 

− longitudinal research 
− return and collect comparable data multiple times over many years 
− allows an ethnographically-informed understanding of change over time 
− and of impact of new developments, government policies, ecological changes, missionary 

activities, medical practices, etc. 

− Monaghan and Just 2000 Intro, Ch 1 - ethnography, Ch 2 - culture 
− Intro 

− Peter Just 
− studies Dou Donggo of the Indonesian island of Sumbawa 
− swidden farmers shifting to rice 
− mountain people, maintained identity and beliefs through waves of Hindu and Muslim 

dominance 
− John Monaghan 

− studies Mixtec of Santiago Nuyoo, Oaxaca, Mexico 
− swidden maize farmers 
− maintain strong community in face of long and varied wage migration 

− Chapter 1: A Dispute in Donggo: Fieldwork and Ethnography 
− complicated story of la Ninde's "assault" on ina Mone 

− la Ninde is convicted, but didn't actually do it 
− everyone knows this, but still feels that justice was done 
− he was really being admonished for flirting with la Fia, a betrothed girl 
− and for endangering the institution of betrothal 
− and in particular, for endangering betrothals of sons of ama Panci, who is father of both 

la Fia and the boy who is betrothed to ina Mone's daughter 
− ina Mone's daughter was betrothed to a son of ama Panci 
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− la Fia was betrothed to another son of the same ama Panci 
− put bluntly, la Mone was afraid that if la Ninde could get away with cheating with the 

girl betrothed to one of ama Panci's sons, then the other son might be inclined to cheat 
on her daughter 

− note that the judge who particularly berated la Ninde was ama Panci, father of la Fia 
and of the son betrothed to la Mone's daughter 
− he was both upset with la Ninde for interfering with his son's betrothal to la Fia 
− and was reassuring la Mone that her daughter's betrothal to his other son was safe 

− so everyone's motives make sense 
− and the "false" conviction actually did address the concerns of all involved, even 

though they were not the ones explicitly stated 
− look at the genealogy chart… 

− see why you have to understand who is related to whom in order to get what is going 
on? 

− if the ethnographer doesn't get the kin relations, then 
− he/she won't understand a specific case like this one correctly, and then 
− he/she will use that misunderstanding to draw incorrect conclusions about how this 

culture handles trials, their ideas of justice, and so on 
− this whole event, and the insights into Dou Donggo ideas of justice and conflict 

resolution, would not have been visible without participant observation 
− or, if detected at all, it would have been misunderstood for lack of the detailed 

background necessary 
− what insights? 

− notion that justice is distinct from factual evidence or guilt 
− that punishment for what someone might have done is appropriate 
− that resolving conflict and tensions is more important than factual truth 
− even that "real" truth (intentions, attitudes, values) is more important that mere 

"actual" truth (actions actually completed) 
− that justice, truth, etc. are not universal values, even though they seem logically 

distinct and clear to us 
− thus perhaps they are not as clear and necessarily privileged as we think 
− at least we know that one society works fine with a different concept of justice 

− doing ethnography leads to "lucky" breaks like observing this event 
− and to having relationships such that someone will explain it 
− it seems like an unsystematic, casual method, but it reliably leads to this kind of 

"random" discovery that casts light on how a culture works 
− anthropologists seek to contrast what an event is apparently about, and what it is "really" 

about 
− as in "reading the text" of football 
− leads to the impression of cynicism discussed earlier 
− but does provide insights if well done 

− outlines preparation for and practice of ethnography 
− lists some representative ethnographies 
− Critiques of ethnography 
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− romanticization, idealization 
− ethnographic present 
− tendency to discount outside influences, history, change, "the modern" 
− subjectivity 

− cannot be resolved 
− restudies rare, even then after time has passed, often with different foci 
− group projects not obviously any less subjective 

− asymmetry of power, imperialism 
− response: unedited "voices" 
− response: more autobiography of ethnographer 

− some is self-correcting, as other cultures produce more anthropologists 
− but recall that being an outsider learning a culture is important for the point of view it 

provides 
− hard to study one's own culture well, because it is hard to detect one's own 

assumptions 
− Ethical issues: more on this later in the course 

− do no harm 
− leave out damaging subjects 
− use pseudonyms 

− or not? what if they want recognition? 
− what if they don't understand consequences in the way the anthropologist thinks 

he/she does? 
− when, if ever, is it OK to interfere? 
− how much advocacy is appropriate? 
− is it fair for the anthropologist to "profit" from knowledge provided by informants, or 

that might "belong" to the group? 
− is adding to (western, literate, academic) knowledge enough, or do anthropologists owe 

more to the people they study, or to anyone else? 
− Chapter 2: Bee Larvae and Onion Soup: Culture 

− This chapter discusses various concepts of culture 
− And a hodgepodge of key figures, with minimal info about each 

− Edward B. Tylor 
− Franz Boas 

− founder of American anthropology 
− environment's effect on culture 
− "cultural glasses" 

− Bronislaw Malinowski 
− Émile Durkheim 

− French sociologist 
− categories and structure of society are the models on which are based the categories 

and relationships of meanings in other fields of culture 
− Claude Lévi-Strauss 

− French anthropologist 
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− structure of all cultural classifications boils down to binary oppositions, which are 
universal, in all humans 

− Michel Foucault 
− French anthropologist 
− categories and structures of culture serve authorities' ability to oppress others 
− authority adjusts categories and structure to its ends 
− resisters reject these categories and structures 

− Three debated themes about culture 
− how "integrated" is it? 

− is there an underlaying, unifying logic to each culture? 
− yes: 

− Karl Marx: the mode of production (technology and social relations of 
subsistence) largely shape all the rest 

− Émile Durkheim: the categories and structure of society largely shape all the rest 
− Sigmund Freud: yes, the structure of the human unconscious largely shapes all 

the rest 
− Ruth Benedict: each culture follows a general psychological type or theme, like 

"Dionysian" or "paranoid schizophrenic" 
− Clifford Geertz: a culture is a "fabric of meaning and belief" 

− and we can "read" those meanings, a culture's categories and relationships of 
them, from cultural "texts" 

− such as the Balinese cockfight 
− Ward Goodenough and others: a culture is like a grammar 

− it is a set of consistent rules that allow people to interact successfully 
− Roy Rappaport, Marvin Harris, and others: a culture is a self-regulating system 

− with feedbacks that tend to keep it in equilibrium with the environment 
− Claude Lévi-Strauss: culture accumulates bits and pieces, but they are assembled 

according the culture's existing logic 
− no: 

− Robert Lowie: a culture is just an arbitrary accumulation of bits and pieces 
determined by the vagaries of history 

− does it exist outside of/beyond individuals (as a "superorganic")? 
− Alfred Kroeber: culture as superorganic 

− coral reef metaphor 
− formed gradually by the actions of many individuals 
− existed before current individuals were born 
− structures their lives 
− will continue long after them 

− culture is superorganic in that it follows patterns of change and organization that 
are beyond any individual 

− where does one culture end and another begin? 
− a practical or definitional problem 
− not well developed here 
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− But despite all these debates… 
− culture is fundamentally arbitrary 
− culture is learned 
− culture is the main thing that differentiates "nations", "races", etc. 

− NOT biological determinates 
− not things that are permanent, ageless, unchangeable 

− thus the concept of culture has been useful 
− in opposing racism 
− in opposing ethnocentrism 

− issues of cultural and ethical relativism 
− we have already discussed these, but good to read a different version 
−  


