
ANTHROPOLOGY 100: HUMAN CULTURES, INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL
ANTHROPOLOGY

LECTURE 1: WHAT IS ANTHROPOLOGY?

- Anthropology is the study of human beings.

At its most general, anthropology investigates the human condition. It asks us to think about
what it means to be a human being. A lot of intellectual disciplines also propose this
question. Literature, for example, considers the human condition by studying what people
have written. Some branches of philosophy such as ethics, investigate what it means to be a
human being- especially what it means to be a good human being, or a virtuous human
being. Philosophy tends to do this in the abstract.

What distinguishes anthropology's approach to these big questions is that anthropology
doesn’t seek to understand what it means to be a human in the abstract, or simply in the
terms of the things like literature that people produce. It studies concretely how people live
their day-to-day lives.

Anthropology is fundamentally concerned with both human diversity and human universality.

- Biological anthropology is concerned with the biological evaluation of human species.
- Archaeology investigates the human past, excavating and analysing objects people

used in the past.
- Ethnomusicology studies music as a form of human expression in the wider context

of human lives.
- Social anthropology: (socio-cultural anthropology) is concerned with the cultures

and ways of life with all societies and in the world, in the present and in the past.

In 2013, 25% of all the people living in New Zealand were born outside of NZ.

In 2018, 50% of the people living in Auckland identified themselves as Maori/Pacifica or
Asian.

Anthropological perspectives:
- Comparison.
- Holism and contextualism.
- Anri-ethnocentrism.

Anthropology is about making what seems strange seem familiar, and making what seems
familiar seem strange.

“If we want to understand other ways of life objectively, then we need to temporarily suspend
out moral judgement about them”
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Culturally specific assumptions about superiority and inferiority get in the way of
understanding objectivity.

LECTURE 2: WHAT DO ANTHROPOLOGISTS DO?

- Clifford Geertz, was an American anthropologist. He wrote the ‘Thick description’ in
1973.

Ethnography:
is a key concept in Anthropology.

- It is a description of a way of life of a group of people and culture.
- Ethnography, simply stated, is the study of people in their own environment through

the use of methods such as participant observation and face-to-face interviewing.

❖ Ethnography is a way of doing research

❖ Ethnography (As a process)- Method:
● Fieldwork
● Ethnographic methods

❖ Ethnography as a product: description of a culture/ way of life (what gets produced).
● Written
● Visual

Fieldwork basic elements:
- Long term residence
- Language competence
- Participant observation. (Living with people, communicating, participating).

Participation and observation:
- Participation implies emotional involvement.
- Observation requires detachment.

There are different degrees of participation.

- Daniel Miller: ‘Capitalism: An ethnographic approach’.

- Dr. Gillian Tett: ‘Fragmented in the way we think’.

SILOS:
Dr. Gillian Tett.
The Silo Effect refers to a lack of information flowing between groups or parts of an
organization. On a farm, silos prevent different grains from mixing. In an organization, the
Silo Effect limits the interactions between members of different branches of the company,
thus leading to reduced productivity.
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LECTURE 3: DIFFERENCE AND EXPERIENCE

Disorientation
- Culture shock is a disorientation that happens when encountering cultural difference
- Encounters with cultural difference is not limited, it is all around us
- The modern condition.
- There are no, and never have been isolated communities.
- We are one species but live our lives in different ways.
- Ethnocentrism, superiority. As a result of this, some encounters have been violent.

Herodotus (c.490-c. 425 BC)
- His goal was to “enquire and find the truth”
- Another goal was to understand the wars that broke out between the Greeks and the

persians.
- “The common practice of mankind”.

Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474-1566)
- Wrote Los Indios de México y NUeva España, and wrote Historia de Las Indias
- Argued against spanish genocide of indians
- Argued that indians are human beings
- Originator of ideas of indigenous rights

Cultural difference is used to justify exploitation, violence.

19th century proto-anthropology
- Evolutionary framework
- Herbret Spencer (1820 - 1903): ‘survival of the fittest’
- Lewis Henry Morgan (1818 - 1881), ‘Ancient story’.
- Social evolutionary sequence
- Anthropology has argued the idea against evolution.

Frank Hamilton Cushing (1857 - 1900)
- In many ways he was the first modern anthropologist

Baldwin Spencer, Frank Gillen (research)

Bronisław Malinowsku, polish anthropologist moved to England in 1910.
- He said that the goal of anthropology is to understand the native point of view. (the

word native is problematic).

Main points:
- Encounters with cultural difference are an important part of the experience of all

human beings

3 of 32



- Cultural differences include
- Obvious public activities
- Mundane details of daily life
- Encounters with cultural differences involve: comparison
- Comparison is always from a particular perspective.
- Long-term encounters with cultural differences correct simple ideas about social

evolution and social superiority.

LECTURE 4: THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF CULTURE

In North American anthropology, culture is the most important aspect in the discipline.

Anthropological words:
● Uncommon words
- Ethnography
- Liminality
- Polyandry

● Everyday words used as technical terms
- E.g culture.
- The use of everyday words as technical terms can lead to confusion
- Important to understand how anthropologists use technical terms

Everyday meanings of culture:
(three main everyday meanings of culture).

- Culture as a characteristic of people
- Culture as high culture or civilization
- Culture as a way of life

Many everyday uses of culture differ significantly to how anthropologists use the concept of
culture.

Raymond Williams, was a Cambridge professor, wrote in his book ‘Keywords: A Vocabulary
of Culture and Society’ 1975.

- He said culture is one of two or three most complicated words in English.
- Complex historical development.
- Used by several distinct intellectual disciplines, each in a different way.

Etymology (history) of Culture:
- Latin verb: colere. ‘To inhabit or cultivate’
- Latin cultura, cultivation or tending’
- In Medieval French, culture meant ‘husbandry, tending natural growth’. (from Latin

colere and cultura)
- In Medieval English, culture meant ‘ploughed field’.

Contemporary english:
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- We use ‘culture’ as a breeding of plants or animals (eg, horticulture, agriculture).
- Culture as a development of microscopic organisms.
- Culture referring to “high culture” (fine arts, ballet, opera).

- Metaphors of cultured people (cultivation through education in the 16th century.
- Cultivated person: person with culture (only possible for people with proper breeding

or training) (18-19th century)
- Culture as ‘civilization’, ‘refinement’, ‘breeding’.
- Cultural icons and authenticity.

- “Because an appreciation of painting was seen as critical to being a cultured person
in 19th century Europe and America, painting was often taken as one of the most
important aspects of non western societies, in the representations of those societies
by Europeans.

- Europeans took their own ideas about what made somebody cultured, refined, and
transposed/imposed them onto non-western societies.

- Non-western cultures were characterised by european non-anthropologist terms of
their art and their performance, rather than often equally important, or more important
aspects of those cultures.

Culture as a way of life:
- Johann Herder, German philosopher. (Wrote ‘Ideas on the philosophy of the history

of mankind 1784).
- He used culture in plural (kulturen)
- Kulturen as holistic ways of life.
- “An entire living picture of ways of life, or habits, wants”
- Herder opposed the idea of universal human history, an idea further developed by

social evolutions.

Anthropological concept of culture:
- The way anthropologists use the term ‘culture’, is again, a metaphor, or a

comparison. And it is a democratization of the elitist and the aristocratic use of
culture in which only people with proper breeding could have culture. The
anthropological use of culture extends the idea of human development through
learning from the unusual cultivated individual to all people. And it uses learning in
the general sense of something which all human beings do.

- Anthropologists' use of culture is a democratisation of elitist use of culture.
- Development through learning as something that all human beings do.
- From cultured people to cultured peopleS (plural).
- Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn, 1952, published CUlture: A critical review of

concepts and definitions.

Anthropological concepts of culture.
Some things on which anthropologists agree.
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