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Reading Questions for Anthro 4040: Theories in Anthropology

Marxism (1850s)
1.  Does all of human history constitute struggles between classes?  What information did Marx and Engels lack?
2.  How does the bourgeoisie come to dominate world economics and world cultures?
3.  Is the revolution of the proletariat inevitable?  Why or why not?

4.  Does the social existence/mode of production of humans determine their consciousness?
5.  What problems with Marxist social theory do you see?
Social Darwinism (Spencer, 1870s)
1.  What is Spencer’s basic idea?  Relate that to the time period.  
2.  What is a society?  What holds a society together?  How can we “see” that connection?
3.  How does Spencer explain how societies grow and change?  What’s missing?
4.  Can social evolution ever be illogical and coincidental?  How could that be predictable and subject to “laws” then?
5.  Is increasing social complexity inevitable?  Does it occur in natural evolution?
6.  What problems with Spencer’s social theory do you see?
Unilineal Evolution (Morgan, 1870s)
1.  What’s Morgan’s basic idea?  Compare to Spencer and Marx.

2,  Are the stages of savagery, barbarism, and civilization “natural and necessary?”  Why?  What would cause these stages?
3.  How is Morgan similar to, and different from, contemporary American anthropology, in terms of concepts and assumptions?  What about fieldwork (“Preface”)?
4.  Why should subsistence [modes of production] be the most critical element in the stages of humankind?
5.  How does the importance of private property for Marx/Engels compare to the importance of property for Morgan?

6.  What problems with unilineal evolution do you see?
Franz Boas (1920s)
1.  How is Boas different from Spencer, Marx, and Morgan?

2.  What kinds of evidence for historical culture change would Boas like to see?

3.  Can anthropologists solve “an intricate historical problem by a formula?”  In other words, can there ever be a “science” of anthropology?
4.  How would Marx respond to Boas’s idea that, because cultures are integrated, it is impossible to separate cause/effect in culture change?
5.  Are there universal “laws” explaining cultures?  If so, what might they be?  
6.  “The results of symbolic interpretation depend primarily upon the subjective attitude of the investigator who arranges phenomena according to his leading concept.”  True?  Keep in mind for later theories.

Margaret Mead (1928-1930s)
1.  What did Boas teach Mead?  
2.  Aren’t Spencer, Marx, and Morgan also cross-cultural, like Mead?  How is Mead different?  How is she similar?
3.  Why is it important for women to be ethnographers, too?
4.  How is Mead’s approach to cultural diversity different from that of Spencer, Morgan, or Marx?  How is it like that of Boas?  

5.  Do babies arrive “cultureless upon the human scene?”  Aren’t we born with certain mammalian and primate instincts? 
6.  Was Mead an activist or neutral observer (note her last sentence)?  What should an anthropologist be?
Bronislow Malinowski (1920s)
1.  How is Malinowski like Mead but not like Morgan, Spencer, or Marx?  How is Malinowski not like Mead and more like Morgan and Spencer?
2.  Can we ever describe scientifically the “kaleidoscope of daily life?”  What do we need to do?  
3.  What aspects of Malinowski’s fieldwork methodology bother you, and why?
4.  Did Mead enter the field with “foreshadowed problems” or with “preconceived ideas?”  

5.  Malinowski claims that the natives cannot understand their own culture like scientific observers can.  Is this true?

6.  How is Malinowski like a modern fieldworker?  How is he different?   
Structural-Functionalism (1930s – 50s)
1.  Explain the theory.  What are the strengths of this theory?

2.  What's more important here--emics or etics?

3.  If societies contain unity and harmony, how does change come about?
4.  Should we study “culture,” or should we study “society?”  What’s the difference? 
5.  Compare Radcliffe-Browne's ideas about "laws" of society with the "laws" proposed by earlier theorists.  What similarities and differences do you see?

6.  What problems with Structural-Functionalism do you see?
Multilinear Evolution and Cultural Ecology (Steward, 1950s)
1.  Does Steward now have a “science of culture?”  Why or why not?
2.  How does Steward’s view of cultural evolution differ from that of Marx?  How are Stewart and Marx similar?
3.  Is there a “cause” for cultural evolution?  What would Marx say?
4.  What’s the role of social inequality and individual creativity in cultural ecology?

5.  What would you propose as “laws” in cultural ecology?
6.  What problems with Cultural Ecology do you see?
7.  How can we explain adaptive cultural behavior?  Learned strategies?  Biological adaptations?  Where is there evidence for either?

Sociobiology (1970s)
1.  How do you feel about Wilson's explanations for "natural" gender roles and gender inequality?  Can you offer any alternative explanations?

2.  How do you feel about Wilson's explanations for why women are not political leaders?  Can you offer any alternative explanations?

3.  If hunting/gathering societies are basically egalitarian, how can Wilson argue that male dominance is genetically based?

4.  According to Wilson, if knowledge cannot change biology, then what's the role of conscious thought in explaining or affecting human behavior?

5.  In general, where is his evidence?  What counter-lines of evidence could you propose?
Neo-Sociobiology (current)
1.  How is Nettle an improvement over Wilson?

2.  Do we now have a predictive science of culture?

3.  Is all culture adaptive?  For all groups?  How can this be measured?
4.  Is all learning constrained by evolved mechanisms?  Are we free to create our own worlds?
5.  Are calculating costs and benefits evolutionary or rational?
6.  How can Marks argue that Evolutionary Psychology is “anti-evolution?”
7.  Identify and compare the “cause/effect” mechanisms in the scientific anthropology theories of Structural-Functionalism, Multilinear Evolution, and Sociobiology.
8.  If learned behavior is more important than genetically-based behavior, then what shapes learned behavior?  In other words, what variables account for human cultural diversity?
Cultural Materialism (Harris, 1970s)
1.  Do we now have a science of culture?

2.  How are Marx and Harris similar?  How are they different?
3.  What are the implications of "infrastructural determinism" for ideas?  For history?
4.  Are we constrained by nature or does culture create the constraints?  Which is more important for Harris?

5.  If "infrastructural determinism" is true, how can Harris account for cultural variation, given the same infrastructure?

6.  How does Harris progress from ecological/technological problems to having someone emically SEEING those problems?  Who recognizes the problems--the most insightful?  the elites?  Why are the elites more insightful than commoners?

7.  Consider--as language-bearing, thinking animals, humans need symbols and thoughts as much as they need protein.  How can we put ideas back into Materialism?
Political Economy (Wolf, 1980s)
1.  Compare Wolf's Political Economy theory with Harris's Cultural Materialism--similarities and differences?

2.  What are the implications of seeing Anthropology as the "antidote to revolution and disorder."   Is Anthropology's role to explain the status quo or change it?

3.  What are the goals of Anthropology--to develop specific descriptions of cultures, or to develop a science of human behavior, with testable hypotheses?

4.  Compare Wolf's idea that Anthropology is too interested in the MIND--what's wrong with that?

5.  Are humans more influenced by political and economic inequality, or by PERCEPTIONS of that inequality?  Again, which is more important--material constraints or the perception of those constraints?

6.  Think about the role of contingency (luck, chance) in both evolutionary theory and history.  How much of human history (or culture, for that matter) is shaped by environo-techno-econo constraints, and how much by chance or luck?  If more of luck than physical reality, how can we then have a science of culture?
Structuralism I (1960s)
1.  Explain the theory.  What are the strengths of this theory?

2.  Is Levi-Strauss more emic or more etic?  Why?

3.  How is Levi-Strauss's idea of a "science" of culture similar to or different from that of Harris?  That of Steward?  That of Radcliffe-Browne?

4.  If, for Levi-Strauss, culture "exists only in human consciousness," then what's the role of genes, ecological constraints, or techno-environ-econo features in explaining culture?

5.  What role does human consciousness play for Structuralism?  for Structural-Functionalism?  for Cultural Ecology?  for Cultural Materialism?  for Sociobiology?
6.  What role does history play for this theory?  What about religion?

Structuralism II (1960s)
1.  Leach's article: If people are not consciously aware of the underlying message of binary oppositions in myths, how do we know the message has been received?

2.  Leach's article -- is it emic?

3.  Douglas's article: How does Douglas's use of myth as message compare or contrast to that of Levi-Strauss?

4.  Douglas's article: How does Douglas put time into Structuralism?
5.  How does Douglas put emics into Levi-Strauss?

Symbolism (1960s)
1.  How does Turner compare/contrast with Levi-Strauss?

2.  What does Turner mean by symbols?  What types of symbols are there?  How do symbols cause people to do things?

3.  How does Levi-Strauss deal with symbols?  How would Harris explain symbols?

4.  Is it ethnocentric to know more than the natives?  Could an outsider be MORE insightful than the natives?  What happens if the natives disagree with an interpretation--who's "more" right?
5.  How similar or different is Turner's symbolism to Structural-Functionalism?

6.  How similar or different is Turner's importance on emic thought to the materialists?

7.  What problems do you see with Turner's Symbolism Theory?
Interpretivism I (1970s)
1.  Geertz argues that culture consists of "webs of significance" made by humans themselves.  How would a Cultural Materialist, Cultural Ecologist, or Political Economist respond?

2.  According to Geertz, human actions only have meanings when embedded in culture.  "Societies, like lives, contain their own interpretations," he writes; "One only has to learn how to gain access to them."  Is it possible to understand human actions OUTSIDE of emic meaning?   How would a Cultural Materialist, Cultural Ecologist, or Political Economist respond?

3.  If good ethnography is ultimately good description, and if it varies by observer, then how is it possible to test for validity?  In other words, what makes for a "good" ethnography?

4.  If good ethnography is "microscopic," and if we can develop generalities only after minute details have been collected, how do we know when we've got enough details?

5.  If, according to Geertz, good theory doesn't "predict" but “anticipates," and cultural analysis seeks not "laws" but "meanings," then how is it possible to have a "science" of culture?
Interpretivism II (1970s)
1.  Why does Geertz open his article the way he does?
2.  How is Geertz’s description of the Balinese cockfight similar to that of a Structural-Functionalist?  To a Symbolicist?  How is it different?

3.  How does Geertz’s “awkward fumbling for the most elementary understanding” in ethnographic discovery and description contrast with the ethnographic approaches taken by Franz Boas, Margaret Mead, or Bronislaw Malinowski? 
4.  Can we have a science of culture, according to Geertz?  How would Steward respond?  How would Harris respond?  Wilson/Nettle?  Levi-Strauss?

5.  How do we gain access to cultural information, if culture consists of layers of meaning read imperfectly over the natives’ shoulders?

Feminism (1970s – current)
1.  Has Slocum’s 1975 perspective changed or been reinforced by more recent evidence?
2.  How did Wilson explain pair bonding?  How does Ehrenberg argue against that?

3.  How did Slocum (1975) predict a post-modernistic view in Anthropology?

4.  How did Feminism revolutionize Anthropology?  Or did it?

Post-Modernism I (1980s)
1.  Clifford argues that culture is "contested," “artificial,”and multi-faceted.  Is it?  Can't there be anything shared?  What would that entail?

2.  Clifford's Introduction: "'I'm not sure I can tell the truth--I can only tell what I know.""  Is there ethnographic "truth?"  Is there room for multiple voices or perspectives?  If so, whose voice or perspective takes precedent?

3.  If, as Tyler argues, science is an "archaic mode of consciousness," is there a separation between real art and real science?  Which approach is better?  Which direction should Anthropology take?

4.  Tyler: good ethnography should be not a map of knowledge or a guide to action but a way to evoke thought -- "therapeutic" or self-reflective.  Compare to Cultural Materialism or Political Economy.  How can we improve the world if there is no "truth?"

Post-Modernism II (1980s)
1.  Is a scientific approach a “specific totalizing vision” or a good way to understand truth?

2.  Can theories be independent of their historical time periods?

3.  Are dominant social scientific paradigms now lost?  Are we in intellectual Purgatory?

4.  How does Tyler view ethnographic description?  How would Malinowski respond?  

5.  Do we now have a “crisis of representation” in the Social Sciences?  How would an archaeologist, biological anthropologist, and linguist typically respond to that question?

Foucault (1990s)
1.  Social and physical reality (madness and curing) are shaped by social context.  How would the Materialists (Marx, Steward, Harris, Wolf) respond?

2.  Society is created by social agreement between members.  How would Spencer, Steward, Turrner, and Geertz respond?

3.  How is this selection a metaphor for fieldwork? 

Bourdieu (1990s)
1.  How does Bourdieu’s use of the distinction between language (langue) and speech (parole) differ from that of Levi-Strauss?

2.  How is language domination similar to cultural domination?  How are both similar to the domination of ways of knowing?

3.  For Bourdieu, how are ideas more important than materials?

4.  Bourdieu argues that markets are created by social consensus.  How would Marx respond? 

5.  How could Foucault or Bourdieu be of any use to archaeologists or biological anthropologists?

Contemporary Critiques (current)
1.  What are the strengths and weaknesses of a postmodernistic approach?

2.  Should all Anthropology be four-field?  Just American Anthropology?  What concept/s do all anthropologists have in common?
3.  Can culture be both “negotiated” and shared?”
4.  Who better can describe a culture – an insider or an outsider?
5.  Are there patterns and regularities in cultures, or is each culture unique in time and space?

6.  Why haven’t there been more minorities making anthropological theory?  Why does it matter?  Relate to Bourdieu and Foucault.
7.  Who “makes” anthropology?  How does this shape anthropology?  What would a non-white male anthropology look like?
Global Anthropology (1990s)
1.  (Disjuncture and Difference)  How is Appadurai’s theory/explanation of the contemporary world an improvement over Wolf?  Over Marx?  IS he an improvement?

2.  (DD)  How is Appadurai influenced by Post-Modernism?

3.  (Other People’s Anthropologies)  If all anthropological research were published in English or French, would this make a difference?  How so?  Does this influence theory?  Methodology? 

4.  (OPA)  What would it feel like for a nation/ethnic group to discover they’ve been “othered” – made the object of study?  How would you feel as “the other?” 

5.  (OPA)  Is Anthropology value-neutral or should anthropology advocate for a particular position?  If the former, what happens to relevance?  If the latter, what happens to objectivity?

6.  (OPA) Can “at home” anthropology be etically analytical?
7.  Is Anthropology a tool of colonialism or an antidote?

Summary Questions

1.  If you were designing Facebook or web pages for the theorists discussed in class, who would they “friend?”  Who would they “unfriend?”  Who would be their BAEs?  What would be their favorite fiction books?  Favorite musical groups?  What organizations might they “like?”  Provide detailed explanations for your choices. 

2.  Imagine the above theorists all lived currently and were equally adept at media.  Create a series of tweets following these statements:

  a)  Published Science of Culture.  Final Answer. #mhprotein

  b)  Cracked cultural codes.  Let analysis begin. #clsbinaryopp

  c)  Culture ephemeral.  Humans = primates. #eowgenesrule

  d)  Core/semi-/periphery.  Nuff said. #ew-wst 

  e)  Culture = webs of significance.  Analyze that. #cgcockfight

  f)  Science = archaic mode.  Boo-yah. #stalternate truth.
3.  Rank the theorists on a continuum from totally Emic to totally Etic.  Why would you place them where you did?  Where do you fall? 

