
Living in a Pluralistic World - Anthro 340 - Fall 2005 
Comparisons of Some Answers to the Midterm Exam 

 
The point here is to give you a better idea of how I approach grading exam essays by sharing 
some examples with their scores. These include answers that I wrote myself (presumably for full 
credit), good ones by students, and less good ones by students. The choice of examples was 
limited to the handful of exams returned for this purpose, but it may be helpful. 
 
1c: (30 points; 10 minutes) Explain Middleton’s three approaches to understanding other 

cultures. Illustrate each with an example from the course readings, video, or discussion. 
 
An ideal answer that I might have written (presumably for 30 points): 
 

1c: Middleton's first approach is to consider culture as adaptation, where adaptation has a 
meaning similar to that used in biology and evolution. In the same way that a zebra's stripes can 
be understood as an adaptation to reduce predation by blending into a landscape with many 
trunks and branches, features of a culture are explained in terms of the practical problems of 
survival, reproduction, and so on that they solve. For example, the practice in southern Iraq of 
chiefs maintaining a mudhif, or guest house, that offers free accommodations to any traveler 
might be seen as an adaptation to the need for people to travel in order to exchange goods and 
information and to maintain social networks in a harsh environment where every source of water 
and food is owned, so travelers cannot fend for themselves. It is also an adaptation in that it is a 
means for sheiks to demonstrate and maintain their status, collect information about neighbors, 
and so on. 

Middleton's second approach is to consider culture as a system of meanings. This kind of 
explanation of features of a culture is based on what objects, people, and actions mean to the 
members of the culture. For example, women wear the abayah in southern Iraq in part because in 
their society it indicates to others that they are pious, respectable, appropriately modest, and not 
too poor. Without understanding the meaning they attach to this article of clothing, it might be 
hard to comprehend why they put it on. 

Middleton's third approach is to consider culture as a system of interrelated parts. This kind 
of explanations of features of a culture emphasizes the interconnections of a variety of 
institutions, ideas, needs, and so on, so that one can see how the confluence of various factors 
causes what is to be explained. This sort of explanation is particularly useful for understanding 
how changes in one area can ripple through other aspects of the system, resulting in other 
changes. For example, Elizabeth Fernea discusses the social activities of women in El Nahra in a 
systems sense. Women have to maintain their good name and honor by not attracting attention to 
themselves, and by being perceived as hard-working by men. One result of this is that they can't 
be thought to be spending too much time socializing away from their domestic responsibilities at 
home. So when the bridge in El Nahra was rebuilt in a more exposed location, such that women 
crossing it would be visible to men in nearby coffee shops, they had to reduce their use of it. This 
partially cut the women off from their old social connections across the canal, increasing their 
isolation in their own homes. So a decision by a foreign engineer about locating a bridge that 
would improve the flow of traffic ended up affecting the social lives of women. A variety of 
superficially unrelated aspects of the culture in fact were complexly interrelated, and a change in 
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one affected others in ways that could only be understood in terms of the interrelationships 
between all the parts.  

 
A good answer written by a student (28 points of 30): 
 

1c: Adaptation is the ability of a culture to survive and furthermore, to reproduce. Such is 
seen in the practice of polygamy in the Islamic countries we have studied. It is a worthwhile 
practice because it ensures company for women. Polygamy also distributes the tasks of a woman 
expected in the Islamic culture. Wives share duties of cleaning, cooking, traking care of the 
elderly or sick, providing for her husband and his guests and caring for children. Such tasks 
would take many women to fulfill, which is why multiple wives for one man is plausible within 
the context of this culture. Another advantage of this as well is if there is an upsurgence in the 
female population, for whatever reason, it is more likely that they would become married and 
thus taken care of to reproduce more members of the culture. 

Meaning states that people respond to meaning that is placed on an object rather than what it 
actually is. For example, the abayah is literally a piece of cloth, but to the women of El Nahra, it 
means so much more. It symbolizes the respectability and piety of women to not flaunt 
themselves. It also signifies to others that they are religious women not to be trifled with. By 
concealing themselves, it promotes modesty and the traditional view of women. It also has a 
religious connotation, as female relatives of Mohammed wore the face veil to distinguish 
themselves from servants and show that they are pious, modest and respectable women. By doing 
so, they are living in accordance with the sunna. 

Systems explains how various parts of a culture interact and what the results of that are. For 
example, when a westerner was commissioned to build the bridge in El Nahra, the older one was 
taken down and a new and more modern bridge was built in a different part of town. The 
previous bridge was located at a more residential part of town which allowed women to sneak 
away from the home relatively unnoticed to visit a friend or go to the mosque across the canal. 
However, the new bridge was built at the heart of the city near the coffee shops inhabited by men 
and much closer to the suq. This disrupted the lives of the women as they were unable, in a 
cultural context, to go to the other side of town, fearing that they would be seen by strange 
women. All of this occurred by a person unfamiliar with the culture way commissioned to build 
the bridge. 

Comments: This is a very good response. It did not quite get full credit because the notion of 
"system" could be more clearly explained in the final example. I held the last point or two to 
reward anyone who made a  really crystal-clear presentation. 
 
A less good answer written by a student (16 points of 30): 
 

1c: Middleton's three approaches to understanding other cultures were adaptation, system, 
and custom or psychological need. What he refers to as adaptation is merely what a culture has 
come to do or believe in order for their survival. For example, the garments worn by the women 
in all of our readings have been adopted as an adaptation to the sexuality of women's bodies. The 
women do not want to be stared at and harassed or ogled by strange men, as well as the men of 
their families do not want this, and so the culture has implemented women's wearing of burkhas 
or abayas or headscarves for their personal protection. What Middleton classifies as system is 
simply stated. We can understand other cultures by viewing the systems of their society, and how 
they mesh. For example, the class system of keeping the same bloodlines closely linked through 
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marriage. This ensues the existence of a hierarchy among different classes of wealth as well as of 
all independent families. Third, Middleton's expression of the psychological need for tradition 
and custom is a way to understand cultures. As an example, Muslim's need for the preservation 
of their religion reinforces their culture. All people have this need to take part in something larger 
than themselves. If everyone could understand that each culture is holding dear to that humanistic 
quality, then perhaps it would be easier to understand why other cultures practice what they do, 
without looking at them from such an ethnocentric perspective. 

Comments: This answer got most of the points possible for the adaptation approach, but not 
quite all because the explanation and example were not as clear and complete as they could be. 
Compare to the previous two answers to see the difference. It got a bit more than half of the 
possible points for the system approach, since the explanation of the approach was OK but not 
well developed, but especially because the case cited did not clearly exemplify a systems 
approach. It might have been possible to use marriage patterns as an example here, but 
additional, interrelated factors would have to have been included, with some explanation of how 
they constituted a system, and how understanding that system makes some feature of the culture 
make sense. Again, compare to the previous two answers. Finally, the third approach was simply 
incorrect, and got no credit. 
 
2a: (70 points; 26 minutes) Why is it useful or necessary to understand people of other cultures? 

Describe and explain an example from the course material, history, current events, or your 
own experience of an undesirable outcome that resulted from a person or group not 
understanding another culture. What could have been done that would have worked out 
better? Why wasn't such a better approach carried out? If you were king or queen of the 
world, what changes could you make it more likely that such a better approach might be used 
in future cases? 

 
An ideal answer that I might have written (presumably for 70 points): 
 

2a: It is useful to understand people of other cultures for several reasons. First, it helps you 
better predict how they will interpret and respond to things, so you can estimate what actions 
might work well with them and which to avoid. This will make all sorts of interactions go more 
smoothly and turn out better for everyone. Second, it makes the world more intelligible. If you 
don't understand anything about the culture of Muslims in Iraq, for example, news from that 
country can seem confusing and the people there irrational. Understanding where other people 
are coming from and why they do what they do should make one's life much more pleasant and 
productive. Third, understanding other cultures often gives one a broader view of the options and 
possibilities available, reducing the limitations on one's own viewpoint that are imposed by 
knowing only the ways of a single culture. It makes it possible to realize that there are other ways 
to do things, and that one's own behavior need not be completely constrained by one's culture, 
and that one's culture could possibly be changed for the better. 

An example of an undesirable outcome due to not understanding another culture might be 
one of President Bush's speeches in which he referred to the US invasion of Iraq as a "crusade". 
He, or his speechwriters, did not appreciate that Iraqis still harbor very strong feelings about the 
crusades of the Middle Ages. Unlike Europeans, who remember the crusades as not-too-
important wars waged in a foreign region and who often use the term in a metaphorical sense far 
removed from its historical origins, people in the Middle East remember the crusades as a series 
of devastating, unprovoked attacks by Europeans bent on taking their holiest places away from 
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them and destroying their religion and identity. Bush's speech unintentionally linked US behavior 
in Iraq with the worst possible symbol and associations, one that he and his speechwriters should 
have known was already suspected by many Middle Easterners. By personally confirming this 
very negative interpretation of US intentions in his speech, Bush undoubtedly contributed to 
many people's negative view of the US, possibly encouraging some to become active opponents 
of the US. At the very least, this gave Al Qaida a tool for rabble-rousing and recruiting that they 
would not have had otherwise. That was certainly an undesirable outcome, and it was caused by 
failure to understand Middle Eastern culture. 

This could have been avoided very simply by using a term that was not so loaded with 
negative connotations for Iraqis. 

Why did no one catch this glaring cultural error? I can only guess, but it may have been 
because the Bush administration holds intellectuals, academics, and scientists in low regard, and 
so were not prone to seek the advice of someone who might have known better. It may have been 
because, as a gross generalization, these people tend to be more liberal than the administration 
and opposed to US intervention in Iraq, so again, they were not sought out for advice. It may 
have been because Bush and his colleagues seem to be arrogant and not particularly interested in 
what others, including potential enemies, think, so they were not particularly careful to avoid this 
sort of error. 

If I were king of the world, I would ensure that Bush's speeches (not to mention his policies!) 
were checked by someone very familiar with Muslim and other cultures, to make sure he does 
not accidentally send the wrong message, and that Bush would take the experts' suggestions 
seriously. I would insist that government officials, including the President, have some 
anthropological or multicultural background or get training in it, so they would know enough to 
better avoid this sort of error on their own. On a larger scale, I might try to arrange for most or all 
students in the US to have experiences with people of other cultures, ideally through extended 
travel abroad, so that awareness of the importance of understanding other cultures would be 
widespread in our society. 

Comments: There are many ways of answering this question, and this answer is more 
elaborate than necessary to get full credit. Any one reasonable answer to the first part (why is it 
useful…) would have been sufficient for full credit on that section. Any one reasonable answer to 
"why wasn't such a better approach carried out?" would also have gotten full credit for that 
section. 
 
A good answer written by a student (68 points of 70): 
 

2a: Not only is it useful to understand people of other cultures, it is necessary. In Guests of 
the Sheik, BJ got herself into many undesirable circumstances because she made so many 
cultural faux-pas. She only did so because she did not yet understand the ways that the culture 
worked. 

To begin with, BJ was new to the language. She was mostly quiet and distant when spending 
time with the women of El Nahra at first. Since she seemed to be so dim-witted to them, keeping 
quiet and speaking only simply greetings and pleasantries, the women thought her to be an idiot. 
They figured she was completely inarticulate and had nothing to offer. Even worse, once BJ had 
finally gotten more into their good graces after learning more of the language and becoming more 
outgoing and responsive, she made the huge mistake of taking one of the young ladies with her 
on a visit. The girl was obviously seen with her, which wasn't so bad when compared to the fact 
that she was riding in a car with a strange man, and also at night! By this time, BJ had attempted 
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to make friends with the women and obviously only wanted to be in the culturally accepted right 
way of life. 

For this to have worked out better, BJ could have either polished up on her language and 
reasoning skills, or just simply played it safe and not taken the girl with her, as she should have 
known better. This better approach was not carried out because BJ didn't know any better. She 
made an assumption, one which she should not have being only a visitor to the country and a 
guest at that. BJ still had a few language and cultural barrier and so the worst outcome took place 
given such circumstances. Luckily, the women and BJ (mostly BJ) worked their way around it. 

Were I queen of the world, I would make it imperative that people understood customs of 
other cultures. When visiting another country, there would be a short transition process in which 
language skills would be taught and socially acceptable customs would be briefly presented. No 
one would be allowed entrance to a different culture without this initial understanding of it. I 
think that this would greatly reduce crime rates, as well as terrorism and other acts of violence. 
After all, violence comes in response to fear of the unknown. 

Comments: A good answer. The beginning simply states that it is useful to understand people 
of other cultures, without explaining why this is so, as the question asks. Fortunately, that 
explanation finally appears, if a bit vaguely, in the last few sentences, as well as being implied 
fairly well throughout the rest of the essay. Similarly, the negative outcome of BJ's taking Laila 
along on the outing is not fully explained (she could have been beaten or killed), but I considered 
that section to be good enough, especially since the unwanted outcome in a different example 
(BJ's language problems) was, in fact, made very clear. 
 
There was no less-good answer among the midterms that people volunteered for this. 
 
2b: (70 points; 26 minutes) In what senses can we learn about our own culture by comparing it to 

others? As an example, compare some aspects of the culture of El Nahra or the various places 
discussed in West of Kabul, East of New York with our own. What do your comparisons 
(differences, similarities, or both) suggest about our culture that you might not have thought 
about otherwise, or that you might not have looked at in the same way if you hadn't thought 
about these comparisons? 

 
An ideal answer that I might have written (presumably for 70 points): 
 

2b: We can learn about our own culture by comparing it to others in at least two ways. First, 
such a comparison may show that there are alternatives to something we do in a certain way in 
our culture. That is, we may learn that some aspect of our culture is not the only, the natural, the 
necessary way it has to be. Second, by comparing our culture to many others, we can discover 
whether our ways are common or rare, that is, whether some aspect of our own culture is in the 
mainstream of humanity, or is far out of it. This might make us think more carefully about those 
aspects of our own culture that are unusual, for better or for worse. It might make us more aware 
of how people of other cultures are likely to respond to those things, too. 

For example, in our culture, monogamy is the only acceptable form of marriage, and few or 
no women would have it any other way. In El Nahra, men who can afford to treat multiple wives 
well are allowed to marry up to four at once, and women there see some advantages to this. From 
this we can learn that our notion of marriage is artificially limited. There are other kinds of 
marriage that are agreeable to both men and women, so monogamy is not something inherent or 
necessary in human relations. We also learn that there are some harmful consequences of what 
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we might think of as the only possible marriage system, such as a greater tendency for women to 
be abandoned in divorce, since polygamous marriage allows a man to add another wife without 
divorcing his earlier one. We may still choose to allow only monogamy, but we must recognize 
that this is a choice, and that it has consequences. 

As another example, our culture seems based on a notion of progress as a good thing. 
According to Tamim Ansary, some Muslims see the time of Mohammed as when people were 
closest to the word of God, and that changes since then may have been deviations from God's 
will, and thus bad. We might never have thought to question the idea that technology, medicine, 
and so on are true improvements, and that everyone would welcome them. Comparing our 
culture to that of radical Muslims shows us that this is an assumption rather than a simple fact, 
and that some people may not welcome progress with open arms, for their own well-thought-out 
reasons. That, in turn, might teach us to question whether all aspects of progress really are good. 

Finally, in Afghanistan and southern Iraq, the ideal marriage partner is a first cousin. In our 
culture, first cousins are considered either too close to marry at all (by some people, in some 
states), or are the very closest relatives that one can marry, and so are acceptable but not usually a 
wise choice. If nothing else, that first-cousin marriage works fine for many Muslims teaches us 
that any worries we might have in our culture about these marriages producing defective children 
are probably exaggerated. 

 
A good answer written by a student (66 points of 70): 

 
2b: Before this class I really had never thought much about my culture. I guess you could say 

I was a naïve realist in many ways. I have learned a lot about our culture in the last few weeks. 
We can learn just what it is about our culture that makes us so different than people of other 
cultures. One aspect that stands out to me is how women in our society are treated in comparison 
to women of El Nahra. I just have always thought that women are just meant to wear tank tops 
and short skirts. After learning about the abayah and just how strongly Muslim women feel about 
not being exposed to men I realize just how wrong I was. Now I realize why American women 
are often thought of as being so scandalous. Another big different that I see between our culture 
and that of El Nahra is the way we perceive our family. In the US, for me at least, family is 
thought of as the immediate family ie. brothers, sisters, mom, and dad. In El Nahra I love the fact 
that everyone in the family, whether a distant cousin or a sister is thought of as being close, 
important family. Perhaps this can be traced back to the American ideal of being independent. 
lWe are expected to go off on our own and make something of ourselves, we don't have time to 
worry about family. This is something I never would have thought about had I not learned that 
somewhere in the world it is expected that you are close to your family. I have learned a lot about 
my culture and how ridiculously materialistic we are. The clothes we wear, the car we drive, and 
the level of education we have is what we are judged on in this society and learning about other 
cultures makes me realize that this does not have to be the way life is. It is just the American way 
of life. 

Comments: Good, but could be a bit more explicit and thorough. The first part of the 
question, explaining what we can learn about our own culture by comparing it to others, could 
be more fully developed. Some answers to that are implied in the illustrations that follow, but 
they could be more clearly drawn out. 
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A less-good answer written by a student (40 points of 70): 

 
In comparing our own culture to others, we can see the emic view of our own culture on a 

particular issue and we can see the etic view of the other culture. Being able to view things in this 
way enables one to utilize cultural relativism and to examine beliefs and customs in their own 
context. Without this type of response, people tend to view a different culture ethnocentrically, 
believing one's own culture superior over other cultures. 

A cultural relativist can see that maybe another culture is not insane, maybe thee is a reason 
to doing thing differently or believing in something you do not understand. In reading "West of 
Kabul, East of New York", I realized that everything I had ever heard of Islam was a myth. This 
realization has deeply affected me. I feel that in comparing our culture to Islam, the "West" is 
extremely shallow, materialistic and chaotic. The peaceful, simple, community life of the ideal 
Islam seems so meaningful. I also now realize that true Islam is not what the Taliban represents. 
The Taliban is simply using Islam as an ideology, as a tool, but does not represent the majority of 
Islam. 

In understanding the belief that Mohammed, the Prophet, separated the world in two with the 
"believers" and the "non-believers" I can understand why the US and the Soviet Union was 
lumped together as the "West", the "non-believers". The view that the US and the Soviets are 
united, particularly during the Cold War, is very ironic until you understand this principle. After 
studying Islam, I an understand how communism and capitalism can be viewed as the same. One 
centers around the individual, but both focus on money, material items, globalization, 
individualism, bureaucracy, all of the things that do not exist in Islam. 

Comments: Much of this is fine (there are some parts I would argue with), but it does not 
really answer the question. The question calls for comparisons of aspects of our culture and 
another one, and it asks what we can learn about OUR culture from the comparisons. In fact, the 
observations about Afghan Islam here do not really involve comparisons with US culture, and 
there is not much discussion about what we learn about OUR culture from them. Much as I 
applaud the insights and mastery of anthropological concepts here, I have to grade the response 
in terms of what the question asked. 

 
 


