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chapter 2


What Is the  
Anthropological Approach?


•	 Understand	the	nature	of	anthropological	
research


•	 Outline	the	elements	of	scientific	thinking	and	
procedures


•	 Discuss	the	difference	between	ethnology	and	
ethnography


•	 Compare	qualitative	and	quantitative	research


•	 Identify	the	principal	features	of	
anthropological	fieldwork


•	 Describe	some	of	the	problems	faced	by	
anthropologists	doing	fieldwork


GOALS
By the end of the chapter, you should be able to do the following things:
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2.1 INTRODUCTION


In	this	chapter	we	focus	on	the	anthropological	approach	to	the	study	of	culture.	Cul-tural	 anthropology	 can	 be	 divided	 into	 two	 levels	 of	 inquiry	 and	 analysis:	 ethnog-raphy	 and	 ethnology.	 Ethnography	 is	 the	 fieldwork-based	 description	 of	 a	 particu-
lar	 culture.	 Margaret	 Mead’s	 Coming of Age in Samoa	 (1928/2001)	 and	 Karen	 McCarthy	
Brown’s	 Mama Lola: A Vodou Priestess in Brooklyn	 (2001)	 are	 two	 examples	 of	 ethnogra-
phies	documenting	vastly	different	cultures.	To	mention	a	few	more,	The Konso Of Ethio-
pia: A Study of the Values of a Cushitic People	(Hallpike,	1972)	focuses	on	Konso	society	as	
a	 system	 of	 values	 that	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 type	 of	 game	 in	 which	 people	 partici-
pate.	 The Art and Politics of Wana Shamanship	 (Atkinson,	 1989)	 examines	 how	 shamanic	
ritual	performances	have	significance	for	understanding	wider	Wana	Indonesian	society,	
and	The Zen Monastic Experience	(Buswell,	1992)	investigates	the	significance	of	the	Zen	
monastic	experience	for	understanding	Korean	Buddhism.	The	last	study	is	particularly	
interesting,	 as	 Buswell	 was	 initially	 a	 monk	 and	 used	 this	 experience	 to	 write	 from	 an	
ethnographic	 perspective.	 As	 you	 can	 see,	 an	 ethnography	 is	 a	 book	 based	 on	 the	 in-
depth	study	of	a	single	culture.	There	are	hundreds	of	ethnographies,	mostly	written	for	
the	academic	community.


Ethnology	involves	the	comparative	study	of	two	or	more	cultures.	That	is,	two	or	more	
ethnographies	 are	 used	 to	 compare,	 for	 example,	 child-raising	 practices	 or	 how	 people	
think	about	illness.	An	excellent	example	is	Johannes	Wilber’s	Tobacco and Shamanism in 
South America	(1987),	which	is	a	comparative	and	historical	study	of	tobacco	use	in	nearly	
300	indigenous	cultures.	The	study	discusses	the	role	of	nicotine	as	a	psychotropic	drug	
used	 by	 shamans	 to	 alter	 consciousness	 and	 create	 visionary	 experiences.	 Two	 further	
ethnological	examples	are	the	comparative	study	of	color	terms	in	different	cultures	dis-
cussed	in	Chapter	1	and	the	question	of	whether	there	is	a	correlation	between	the	nonsex-
ual	transmission	of	HIV/AIDS	and	the	use	of	saliva	to	treat	bites	and	wounds	(see	below).	
Another	example	is	Weston	La	Barre’s	The Ghost Dance: The Origins of Religion	(1970).	In	
this	 book	 La	 Barre	 uses	 data	 from	 many	 ethnographies	 in	 his	 ethnological	 comparison,	
which	explores	the	evolution	of	religious	beliefs	and	practices.


The	two	levels	of	inquiry	define	cultural	anthropology	and	are	often	interrelated,	as	the	
following	discussions	demonstrate.


2.2 ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH: THEORY


A	theory	is	a	set	of	testable	statements	about	relationships	between	two	or	more	vari-ables.	A	single	testable	statement	is	a	hypothesis	that	is	expressed	in	such	a	way	that	it	can	be	refuted.	Only	refutable	statements	about	the	world	are	deemed	to	be	
scientific.	Statements	that	cannot	be	refuted	are	not	scientific.	Anthropologists	who	carry	
out	cross-cultural	comparisons	using	statistics	create	one	or	more	statements	about	rela-
tions	they	wish	to	test,	such	as	the	question:	Is	there	a	relationship	between	social	com-
plexity	and	the	number	of	named	colors	in	a	culture?


Normally,	a	scientific	theory	is	a	way	of	explaining	how	some	part	of	the	world	works.	In	
most	sciences,	experiments	are	used	to	test	the	validity	of	hypotheses.	In	an	experiment,	
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a	researcher	actively	attempts	to	manipulate	a	variable	in	a	controlled	environment	to	see	
if	the	manipulation	has	an	effect	on	another	variable.	But	in	research	that	involves	people,	
it	 is	 not	 always	 possible	 or	 ethical	 to	 control	 an	 environment	 to	 the	 same	 extent	 as	 in	 a	
typical	laboratory	setting.	For	example,	during	the	1800s	several	scientists	hypothesized	
that	 germs	 cause	 disease.	 Since	 humans	 cannot	 ethically	 be	 given	 diseases,	 sick	 people	
were	examined	and	swabs	taken	to	see	if	their	symptoms	were	associated	with	particular	
bacteria.	After	many	complex	tests	with	people,	bacteria,	and	inoculation,	the	finding	that	
“germs	cause	disease”	was	held	to	be	true	and	used	to	build	a	new	theory	of	infectious	
diseases.


Or,	consider	fields	such	as	astronomy.	Astronomy	is	a	theoretical	and	observational	sci-
ence	 in	 which	 experiments	 are	 almost	 impossible,	 because	 we	 cannot	 manipulate	 the	
movement	of	heavenly	bodies	to	see	what	may	result.	Similarly,	cultural	anthropologists	
cannot	 manipulate	 cultures	 in	 an	 experimental	 setting.	 It	 is	 an	 observational	 and	 data-
gathering	 discipline	 in	 which	 theories	 are	 evaluated	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 their	 explanatory	
power.	The	explanatory	power	of	a	theory	is	measured	by	the	extent	to	which	it	can	link	
immediate	observations	or	experimental	findings	to	a	wider	context	of	knowledge	about	
particular	phenomena.	Newton’s	theory	of	gravitation	has	wide	explanatory	power	since	
it	can	be	used	to	explain	many	characteristics	of	the	natural	world,	ranging	from	why	you	
fell	when	you	tripped,	to	plotting	the	trajectories	of	planets	and	spacecraft.


Theories	can	be	built	from	the	ground	up,	like	the	germ	theory	of	disease	(still	disputed	
by	some	alternative	therapies),	or	from	the	top	down,	like	general	systems	theory.	Gen-
eral	systems	theory	applied	to	anthropology	involves	the	flow	of	information	and	energy	
within	a	social	system,	and	between	a	social	system	and	its	environment.	Within	a	research	
project,	general	systems	theory	can	be	powerfully	suggestive	in	formulating	hypotheses.	
As	you	can	see,	hypotheses	can	be	formulated	based	on	observation	and	later	integrated	
into	 theory	 (some	 19th-century	 scientists	 had	 a	 hunch	 that	 some	 types	 of	 bacteria	 were	
responsible	for	making	people	sick),	or	the	anthropologist	can	use	an	established	theory,	
like	general	systems	theory,	to	think	about	and	understand	social	processes	in	an	entirely	
new	way.


2.3 ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH: METHODS


The	 data	 used	 by	 cultural	 anthropologists	 is	 either	 qualitative	 (nonnumerical)	 or	quantitative.	Quantitative	data	is	primarily	numerical	in	form	and	can	range	from	simple	counting	(for	example,	numbers	of	people	in	households),	to	statistical	mod-
els	showing	relationships	between	factors	such	as	nutrition,	family	size,	income	and	edu-
cation.	 In	 contrast,	 qualitative	 data	 is	 highly	 variable	 and	 includes	 observations,	 inter-
views,	and	photographs—that	is,	data	that	is	not	expressed	primarily	in	numbers.	When	
comparing	cultures,	qualitative	data	can	be	used	for	quantitative	analysis.	For	example,	
an	anthropologist	may	want	to	compare	the	relationship	between	social	complexity	and	
the	number	of	terms	used	to	name	colors.	The	qualitative	data	from	each	culture	is	turned	
into	 quantitative	 data	 by,	 for	 example,	 rating	 social	 complexity	 on	 a	 scale	 from	 1	 to	 10	
and	then	using	these	scales	to	compare	the	cultures	under	study.	Using	this	method,	the	
anthropologist	 may	 find	 that	 cultures	 in	 the	 complexity	 range	 of	 1	 to	 3	 have	 only	 four	
named	 colors	 of	 a	 certain	 type.	 In	 the	 same	 way,	 the	 special	 coding	 of	 qualitative	 data	
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(such	as	HRAF	coding,	discussed	later	in	the	chapter)	can	be	used	in	a	comparative	quan-
titative	manner	by	using	codes	as	the	units	of	comparison.


Many	aspects	of	cultural	anthropology	are	not	scientific	in	the	exact	sense.	Much	of	what	
passes	as	ethnological	theory	is	interpretative	and	draws	on	literary	criticism,	aesthetics,	
and	other	approaches	that	emphasize	understanding	the	patterns	of	meanings	and	behav-
iors	that	make	up	the	fabric	of	a	culture.


Methods	are	specific	strategies	used	by	anthropologists	to	acquire	ethnographic	data.	The	
field	method	used	by	Franz	Boas	and	followed	by	his	student	Margaret	Mead	in	Samoa,	
is	observer-interviewer.	That	is,	the	anthropologist	does	not	participate	in	the	daily	life	
of	people,	but	interacts	through	discrete	interview	sessions.	Participant observation,	the	
method	 used	 by	 most	 anthropologists	 today,	 was	 pioneered	 by	 Bronislaw	 Malinowski	
during	 his	 Trobriand	 Islands	 fieldwork	 in	 the	 early	 part	 of	 the	 20th	 century.	 This	 core	
method	involves	the	anthropologist	participating	in	the	daily	life	of	the	community	as	the	
primary	documentation	strategy.


These	field	methods	are	implemented	with	data-gathering	techniques	that	are	more	dis-
crete	and	often	technological	in	character.	Techniques	play	a	supportive	role	in	the	imple-
mentation	 of	 methods,	 and	 methods	 often	 suggest	 the	 use	 of	 specific	 techniques.	 For	
example,	one	technique	is	the	use	of	photographs	to	elicit	information.


There	is	always	two-way	traffic	between	theory	and	method.	The	anthropologist	usually	
goes	to	the	field	having	studied	the	relevant	theories,	methods,	and	ethnographic	litera-
ture,	and	the	field	in	turn	becomes	the	crucible	in	which	new	data	and	new	insights	are	
formed.


We	now	turn	to	a	discussion	of	ethnology	and	ethnography,	which	are	the	two	principal	
approaches	used	by	anthropologists	in	the	study	of	culture.


Ethnology: Comparing Cultures


In	 the	 first	 issue	 of	 the	 journal	 Ethnology,	 George	 Peter	 Murdock	 states:	 “Ethnology	 will	
encompass	 anything	 that	 Americans	 class	 as	 cultural	 anthropology,	 and	 that	 the	 Brit-
ish	imply	by	social	anthropology,	as	well	as	whatever	they	and	anthropologists	of	other	
nationalities	understand	by	the	title	itself.	.	.”	(1962).


Murdock’s	definition	of	ethnology	indicates	that	the	journal	was	aimed	at	a	level	of	dis-
cussion	above	the	details	of	any	particular	culture.	That	is,	ethnology	is	the	part	of	anthro-
pology	that	compares	different	cultures.	For	example,	ethnology	may	involve	comparing	
different	 types	 of	 economies,	 kinship	 systems,	 and	 myths	 in	 two	 or	 more	 cultures.	 Wil-
ber’s	ethnological	study	comparing	tobacco	use	and	shamanism	in	nearly	300	cultures	in	
South	America	is	a	good	example,	as	noted	in	the	introduction	to	this	chapter.


The	meaning	of	“ethnology”	has	changed	since	the	19th	century.	James	Mooney,	author	of	
The Ghost Dance Religion and Wounded Knee (1896),	was	employed	as	an	ethnologist	by	the	
Bureau	of	American	Ethnology.	His	book	contains	detailed	information	on	social	life,	key	
people,	 ritual	 and	 ceremonial	 life,	 transcribed	 songs	 and	 music,	 and	 historical	 sketches	
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encompassing	 the	 ghost	 dance	 religious	 revival.	
Mooney’s	 research,	 like	 that	 of	 other	 ethnolo-
gists	 in	 the	 Bureau	 of	 American	 Ethnology,	 was	
essentially	 historical	 and	 incorporated	 archival	
material,	correspondence	describing	ghost	dance	
events,	 and	 six	 field	 trips	 to	Arapaho	 communi-
ties.	 This	 historical	 descriptive	 tradition	 defined	
ethnological	 research	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 19th	 cen-
tury.	Interestingly,	Mooney	was	an	early	advocate	
of	indigenous	rights.


Ethnology	 has	 undergone	 several	 changes	 as	
anthropological	research	produced	a	much	larger	
set	 of	 studies	 that	 could	 be	 fruitfully	 compared.	
After	Malinowski	and	Boas,	this	process	began	in	
earnest	during	the	1910s	and	1920s	as	Boas’s	stu-
dents	fanned	out	over	the	United	States,	founding	
new	 departments	 and	 carrying	 out	 detailed	 studies	 of	 Native	 American,	 Western,	 and	
Pacific	cultures.	Ethnology	today	is	the	inheritor	of	these	earlier	pioneers.	In	this	section,	
we	will	look	at	some	examples	of	qualitative	ethnology	studies.	Examples	of	quantitative	
ethnology	studies	will	follow	in	the	next	section.


Qualitative Ethnology
Qualitative	ethnology	involves	the	comparative	study	of	cultures	using	an	approach	that	
relies	on	the	anthropologist’s	wide	knowledge	of	the	field	and	well-developed	interpre-
tative	 skills.	 Often	 there	 is	 an	 explicit	 theoretical	 framework,	 but	 this	 is	 not	 necessary.	
Sometimes	the	anthropologist	will	gradually	build	a	theory	based	on	many	observations	
and	reports.	This	is	a	process	of	incremental	generalization	that	finally	results	in	what	is	
called	 grounded theory. In	 contrast,	 the	 first	 example	 below,	 based	 on	 one	 anthropolo-
gist’s	extensive	research	experience,	begins	with	a	high-level	comparative	framework	that	
strongly	suggests	how	to	classify	ethnographic	data	for	ethnological	comparison.


Anthropologists	have	been	interested	in	the	study	of	health,	illness,	and	healing	since	the	
beginning	of	the	discipline	in	the	19th	century.	There	is	a	huge	number	of	ethnographic	
accounts	of	healing	procedures,	typically	falling	under	the	umbrella	of	“religion”	but	also	
other	categories,	such	as	shamanism,	ethnomedicine	(traditional	medicine),	healing	ritu-
als,	 and	 so	 forth.	 In	 an	 attempt	 to	 develop	 a	 systematic	 framework	 for	 comparing	 the	
bewildering	range	of	indigenous	healing	systems,	Arthur	Kleinman,	who	is	both	a	psy-
chiatrist	and	an	anthropologist,	states:	“I	wish	to	advance	the	notion	that	clinical	catego-
ries	are	intrinsic	to	all	cultures	and	that	their	analysis	and	cross-cultural	comparison	are	
essential	to	understanding	‘medical	systems’”	(1980,	p.	xii).


Kleinman	goes	on	to	state:


In	the	same	sense	in	which	we	can	speak	of	religion	or	language	or	kinship	
as	cultural	systems,	we	can	view	medicine	as	a	cultural	system,	a	system	of	
symbolic	meanings	anchored	in	particular	arrangements	of	social	institu-
tions	and	patterns	of	interpersonal	interactions	(1980,	p.	24).


© Nativestock Pictures/PhotoLibrary


In his ethnological study among Native 
American tribes, James Mooney spent 
time living with and studying Arapaho 
communities. The prophet Wewoka is 
seated at the center.
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Since	ethnology	is	the	comparative	aspect	of	anthropology,	its	success	depends	on	discov-
ering	universal	or	etic	categories	that	make	sense	in	all	cultures.	Often	these	categories	are	
more	 like	 “rules	 of	 thumb,”	 such	 as	 the	 concept	 of	 “religion,”	 which	 is	 very	 difficult	 to	
define.	Kleinman’s	clinical	categories	are	comparatively	transparent	since	we	can	easily	
identify,	for	example,	healing	venues	in	Western	and	Chinese	cultures	and	in	most	small-
scale	 societies.	 Illness	 is	 part	 of	 the	 human	 condition,	 and	 there	 are	 healers	 and	 medi-
cines	in	all	documented	cultures.	Kleinman’s	category	of	“health	care	system”	integrates	
a	patient,	a	healer,	and	a	therapeutic	action	into	a	“clinical	setting”	that	can	be	compared	
across	cultures.


Kleinman	is	not	imposing	the	Western	clinical	model,	but	rather	choosing	a	concept	that	
can	 comfortably	 include	 most	 observations	 about	 healing	 behavior	 in	 most	 cultures,	
including	Western	culture.	Kleinman’s	book	Patients and Healers in the Context of Culture: 
An Exploration of the Borderland between Anthropology, Medicine, and Psychiatry	(1981),	devel-
ops	a	sophisticated	comparative	understanding	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	patient	in	Chinese	
and	Western	cultures.	Kleinman’s	research	is	an	excellent	and	clear	example	of	qualitative	
ethnological	inquiry.


An	ethnological	approach	to	particular	cultural	phenomena	is	often	expressed	in	a	book	
of	readings	in	which	each	author	focuses	on	one	aspect	of	a	shared	topic.	Such	a	book	is	
David	 M.	 Schneider	 and	 Kathleen	 Gough’s	 Matrilineal Kinship	 (1973),	 which	 discusses	
societies	in	which	people	are	primarily	related	through	females	(see	Chapter	4).


Ethnological	 theories,	 like	 scientific	 ones,	 can	 be	 derived	 from	 many	 sources,	 includ-
ing	disciplines	outside	anthropology.	Like	scientific	theories,	ethnological	theory	can	be	
invoked	in	the	study	of	a	particular	culture	by	fitting	the	study	into	a	wider	comparative	
framework,	or	a	particular	study	may	create	generalizations	that	have	validity	for	study-
ing	other	cultures.


Quantitative Ethnology 
In	1949	George	Peter	Murdock	of	Yale	University	set	up	the	interuniversity	Human	Rela-
tions	Area	 Files	 (usually	 referred	 to	 by	 the	 acronym	 HRAF).	 The	 HRAF	 developed	 the	
HRAF	 Collection	 of	 Ethnography,	 which	 is	 made	 up	 of	 more	 than	 one	 million	 indexed	
pages	of	ethnography.


The	objective	of	the	project	was	to	code	all	available	ethnographic	reports	in	such	a	way	
that	investigators	could	carry	out	statistical	analysis	of	selected	coded	items.	Coding	eth-
nographic	reports	allows	a	researcher	to	quickly	identify	the	same	category	in	hundreds	
of	documents,	such	as	books,	papers,	and	articles.	Murdock	published	a	coding	manual,	
the	Outline of Cultural Materials,	specifying	the	codes	to	be	used,	such	as	can	be	seen	in	the	
following	quote	from	the	online	version	at	www.yale.edu/hraf/outline.htm.	Attesting	to	
the	value	of	the	HRAF	for	creating	significant	comparative	insight,	the	noted	anthropolo-
gist	Melvin	Ember	states	in	the	HRAF News	(Winter/Spring	2008):


For	example,	John	Fischer	found	years	ago	that	the	art	of	stratified	societies	
tended	to	have	different	design	elements	than	the	art	of	egalitarian	societ-
ies.	The	latter	have	symmetrical	design	(presumably	reflecting	social	equal-
ity),	repetition	of	simple	elements	(reflecting	the	absence	of	stratification),	
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more	empty	space	(reflecting	low	population	density),	and	unenclosed	fig-
ures	(reflecting	the	absence	of	private	property).


Another	anthropologist,	investigating	the	nonsexual	transmission	of	HIV/AIDS	through	
the	customary	use	of	saliva,	searched	the	online	eHRAF	database	to	quickly	identify	the	
African	 societies	 in	 which	 saliva	 was	 used	 to	 treat	 wounds	 and	 bites,	 in	 ritual	 healing,	
and	in	food	masticated	by	mothers	for	infants.	In	the	Outline of Cultural Materials,	saliva	is	
coded	as	827	–	Ethnophysiology.	Saliva	is	also	used	in	the	British,	American,	and	Austra-
lian	cultures	to	treat	insect	bites,	but	to	the	author’s	knowledge	this	usage	has	never	been	
anthropologically	studied.


Murdock’s	 Ethnographic Atlas	 and	 the	 HRAF	 database	 have	 been	 used	 to	 study	 a	 wide	
range	of	cross-cultural	questions,	from	the	relation	between	artistic	forms	and	social	struc-
ture	noted	above,	to	the	distribution	of	magico-religious	practitioners	and	trance.	HRAF	
has	issued	36	monographs	in	its	Cross-Cultural	Series	as	well	as	many	other	publications	
that	use	the	HRAF	database.


Cross-cultural	 statistical	 analyses	 are	 not	 limited	
to	 HRAF	 data.	 The	 World	 Color	 Survey	 (www.icsi	
.berkeley.edu/wcs/),	 hosted	 at	 the	 University	 of	
California	 and	 conducted	 with	 faculty	 from	 the	
University	of	Chicago,	attempts	to	provide	the	com-
parative	 study	 of	 color	 terms	 from	 110	 unwritten	
languages	with	a	statistical	rigor	lacking	in	previous	
studies.	They	aim	to	clarify	the	way	in	which	color	
terms	 are	 elicited	 from	 informants,	 and	 whether	
there	 is	 a	 developmental	 sequence	 of	 colors	 that	
co-varies	 with	 other	 cultural	 traits,	 as	 we	 saw	 in	
our	 discussion	 of	 cultural	 universals	 in	 Chapter	
1.	 Although	 primarily	 a	 study	 by	 linguists,	 it	 is	 of	
great	 interest	 to	 anthropological	 linguistics,	 and	 of	
course	cultural	anthropology,	in	the	ongoing	debate	
between	cultural	relativism	and	cultural	universals.


Ethnography: Doing Fieldwork


Fieldwork	is	the	core	activity	by	which	sociocultural	anthropologists	obtain	information	
about	 a	 culture.	 Fieldwork	 is	 regarded	 in	 the	 profession	 as	 a	 rite	 of	 passage—an	 initia-
tion	into	the	identity	of	being	an	anthropologist.	Fieldwork	has	always	been	a	part	of	the	
anthropological	process,	including	the	studies	carried	out	by	Lewis	Henry	Morgan	and	
James	 Mooney	 during	 the	 19th	 century.	 Modern	 fieldworkers,	 however,	 employ	 ethno-
graphic	methods	that	are	very	different	from	those	of	anthropology	pioneers.


Fieldwork	is	not	carried	out	only	in	exotic	locales.	Since	the	1920s,	anthropologists	have	
conducted	numerous	field	projects	in	the	United	States	and	other	Western	cultures.


Consider This 
How does our understanding of what 
it means to be a patient in the United 
States change in light of the most 
recent developments in American 
health care via health care reform? 
Also, does our understanding of what 
it means to be a patient in the United 
States reflect our religious and political 
affiliations? Could a qualitative ethnol-
ogy be done between those who do 
not believe in medical interventions 
such as vaccinations and those in main-
stream American culture?
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Participant Observation
Participant	observation	is	a	fieldwork	methodol-
ogy	for	acquiring	ethnographic	data.	The	anthro-
pologist	 participates	 in	 the	 day-to-day	 activities	
of	 the	 community	 being	 studied,	 which	 may	
involve	hunting,	fishing,	gardening,	house	build-
ing,	listening	to	myths	and	legends,	and	socializ-
ing	with	as	many	people	as	possible.	Participation	
means	that	the	anthropologist	forms	social	bonds	
analogous	to	those	of	a	full	member	of	society.	But	
the	 anthropologist	 is	 always	 a	 marginal	 person,	
which	is	both	an	advantage	and	a	disadvantage.	
Marginality	allows	the	anthropologist	to	relate	to	
a	wider	range	of	people,	or	participate	in	a	wider	
range	 of	 activities,	 because	 he	 or	 she	 does	 not	
occupy	a	clear	social	status	that	often	limits	or	cir-
cumscribes	social	life.


But	marginality	also	means	that	the	anthropologist	
is	 treated	 as	 an	 outsider,	 not	 entirely	 trusted,	 and	
often	 excluded	 from	 the	 inner	 circles	 of	 people’s	
lives.	Anthropologists	 commonly	 report	 that	 they	
are	 suspected	 of	 being	 foreign	 agents	 or	 govern-
ment	 informers,	 or	 taking	 photographs	 solely	 to	 make	 money.	 Anthropologists	 typically	
work	with	poor	and	marginal	peoples	who	are	subject	to	exploitation	and	oppression	by	com-
mercial	interests	and	the	state.	It	is	initially	very	difficult	for	people	to	disentangle	their	well-
seasoned	stereotypes	of	exploitative	outsiders	from	the	benign	intent	of	the	anthropologist.


Participation	in	the	lives	of	people	takes	time	to	establish	and	is	a	process	that	engenders	trust	
that	the	anthropologist	and	her	intentions	are	what	they	seem	to	be.	Authentic	participation	
always	ends	in	true	friendship	between	the	anthropologist	and	one	or	more	key	people.


Several	different	terms	have	been	used	to	describe	the	people	who	help	the	anthropolo-
gist	 acquire	 information.	 The	 term	 informant	 was	 used	 for	 many	 years	 and	 indicates	 a	
particular	 view	 of	 how	 data	 is	 acquired—that	 is,	 by	 the	 observer-interviewer	 method.	


Today	 many	 anthropologists	 see	 fieldwork	 as	 a	
genuinely	 collaborative	 process,	 and	 the	 people	
who	 provide	 information	 and	 give	 the	 innumer-
able	daily	assents	and	permissions	for	the	inquiry	
are	properly	identified	as	collaborators	and	teach-
ers.	Anthropologists	often	talk	about	rapport	and	
empathy	 as	 necessary	 attributes	 for	 developing	
relationships	in	the	field.	This	is	of	course	true	and	
necessary,	since	the	value	of	ethnographic	data	is	
largely	 based	 on	 authentic	 human	 relationships	
established	over	a	period	of	typically	one	to	two	
years	of	field	residence.	For	example,	it	was	only	
during	 postdoctoral	 fieldwork,	 seven	 years	 after	
completing	doctoral	field	research,	that	one	of	the	


© Ron Giling/PhotoLibrary


Rapport and empathy are necessary 
for anthropologists in order to develop 
relationships in the field.


© Nowak/Laird


Lena, daughter of the authors, decided 
to help with the cooking. She is using 
a mortar and pestle to pound garlic for 
the evening meal. She is surrounded by 
Btsisi’ women who Barbara has worked 
with for nearly 30 years. This type of field 
research is long term and builds strong 
bonds not only between the field worker 
and the community but the anthropolo-
gist’s family and the community.
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authors	(Peter	Laird)	developed	a	rich	and	productive	relationship	with	a	shaman	whose	
repertoire	of	healing	songs	and	knowledge	of	the	religious	cosmos	greatly	exceeded	that	
of	 all	 other	 shamans.	 This	 shaman	 had	 been	 friendly	 during	 doctoral	 fieldwork	 seven	
years	previously,	but	had	always	stayed	in	the	background.


Participant-observation	 was	 established	 as	 the	 primary	 method	 of	 anthropological	 field	
research	by	Bronislaw	Malinowski	during	four	years	of	fieldwork	in	the	Trobriand	Islands,	
from	1914	to	1918.	Malinowski’s	Trobriand	experience	and	his	development	of	participant-
observation	is	described	in	his	book	Argonauts of the Western Pacific	(1922)	and	graphically	
depicted	in	the	BBC	drama	documentary	Tales of the Jungle: Malinowski.	Unlike	his	anthro-
pological	predecessors,	Malinowski	participated	in	the	life	of	the	community	under	study	
and	 carefully	 contrasted	 what	 people	 said	 with	 observations	 of	 what	 they	 actually	 did.	
Participation	 combined	 with	 observation	 allowed	 Malinowski	 to	 understand	 Trobriand	
culture	 from	 a	 well-rounded	 emic	 perspective.	An	 emic	 view	 not	 only	 provides	 knowl-
edge	about	a	culture	per	se,	but	also	profiles	different	aspects	of	a	culture	by	highlighting	
the	patterns	of	significance	and	relevance	that	make	a	culture	meaningful	to	its	members.	
The	 ultimate	 objective	 for	 an	 ethnographic	 researcher	 is	 not	 just	 to	 acquire	 knowledge	
about	a	culture,	but	a	grasp	of	the	feeling	and	tone	of	a	culture.


The	 scope	 of	 participation	 and	 observation	 changes	 according	 to	 the	 tasks	 at	 hand.	 The	
decision	 to	 be	 a	 participant	 sets	 the	 overall	 approach.	 Although	 raised	 to	 the	 level	 of	 a	


CASE STUDY 2.1


Barbara’s Introduction to Fieldwork
When I first visited Btsisi’ to try to arrange my fieldwork, I spoke with a Btsisi’ man who was a trained medic. He 
had been hired by the government Department of Aborigines and trained to take care of minor health issues for 
five or six villages. He invited me to have my meals with his family but said his house was too small for me to live 
with them. However, nearby there was a community house with a small room I could sleep in. I thanked him and 
was very happy to have resolved this major issue. When I returned to begin my fieldwork, I spent many hours in 
his home, talking with his family. His wife did not communicate very much with me.


For the first few months of research, I found people somewhat hesitant to talk with me and help me. I spent 
many hours by myself, feeling homesick and defeated. When my host was away in another village for the night, 
his wife would send his daughter over with my meal—a clear message to me that I was not welcome.


Eight months into my stay, the medic finally agreed to take me to visit his in-laws and see if they would mentor 
me in language and cultural mores. We went to visit them and they agreed to do so, but only if I had a house 
built; they would come live with me in the house. A couple who felt sorry for me agreed to build the house if I 
paid for their labor time; I did.


The couple helping me spent more time away than in the house. He was a village leader, so he was frequently 
called away on business. He was also a shaman (healer) and was needed in other communities. And if he wasn’t 
needed, his wife—a midwife—was! So, many days I was left on my own. Even when the couple was available to 
help, I discovered the man could not hear what I was asking because he was deaf!


People took pity on me, even the medic’s wife. One day she came over and told me she was jealous of me. She 
was afraid I would steal her husband, but I had been in the village nearly nine months and had not. She admitted 
telling other women to be fearful of me. She said all the women told their husbands to stay away from me or their 
marriages would be in jeopardy. Once they realized I was no threat, everything changed.
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required	fieldwork	method,	this	decision	is	more	
often	than	not	a	reflection	of	the	anthropologist’s	
character	 and	 experience.	 For	 example,	 Margaret	
Mead	was	not	a	participant	in	the	strict	sense	of	the	
term.	In	fact,	she	rejected	participation	and	rented	
a	room	from	an	American	naval	family	stationed	
on	the	island.	Mead’s	field	methodology	followed	
the	Boasian	method	of	observation	and	interview-
ing.	 As	 attested	 by	 Boas’s	 extensive	 fieldwork,	
the	 observation-interview	 method	 can	 be	 very	
productive.	 However,	 Mead’s	 rejection	 of	 par-
ticipation,	which	provides	a	more	comprehensive	
understanding	of	a	culture,	left	her	open	to	severe	
criticism	 by	 fellow	 Samoan	 expert	 Derek	 Free-
man,	 whose	 book	 Margaret Mead and Samoa: The 
Making and Unmaking of an Anthropological Myth	
(1983)	ignited	unprecedented	controversy	among	
American	anthropologists.	The	BBC	drama	docu-
mentary	Tales from the Jungle: Margaret Mead	is	an	
excellent	presentation	of	her	Samoan	research	and	
the	Mead-Freeman	controversy.	We	return	to	this	
discussion	 in	 the	 section	 titled	 “Does	 a	 Person’s	
Social	or	Political	Agenda	Bias	Research?”


Malinowski’s	dual	emphasis	on	participation	and	observation	of	sociocultural	phenom-
ena	has	been	followed	by	most	anthropologists	since	the	1930s.	Participation	is	most	often	
the	 overall	 research	 strategy	 within	 which	 observation	 and	 other	 research	 methods	 are	
nested.	Case	Study	2.2	below	discusses	some	of	the	issues	facing	the	fieldworker.


The	above	examples	from	the	author’s	fieldwork	demonstrate	that	participation,	observa-
tion,	and	interviewing	are	interrelated	techniques.	Participation	gives	access	to	people	and	
events,	observation	documents	what	is	happening,	and	interviewing	elicits	information	
from	knowledgeable	collaborators.	Sometimes	participation,	observation,	and	interview-
ing	are	mutually	exclusive	at	any	one	time.	In	actuality,	they	are	complementary	processes	
that	enable	the	investigator	to	create	a	rich	and	detailed	understanding	of	another	culture.


Anthropologists	 now	 study	 Internet-based	 social	 networks	 and	 special	 interest	 groups.	
The	places	referred	to	by	René	T.	A.	Lysloff	in	the	quotation	below	are	occupied	by	virtual	
communities,	which	are	the	focus	of	increasing	interest	from	cultural	anthropologists.	For	
example,	in	Musical Community on the Internet: An On-line Ethnography, Lysloff	states:


Although	the	Internet	is	made	up	of	Internet	Protocol	(IP)	addresses	that	
are	unlocalizable	in	observable	space,	it	is	nonetheless	all about place.	It	is	
an	imaginary	universe	filled	with	a	multitude	of	places.	When	we	connect	
our	computers	to	the	World	Wide	Web,	we	suspend	disbelief	and	embark	
on	a	metaphorical	voyage.	Web-related	language	is	filled	with	metaphors	
of	journey	and	place:	we	go	to	sites,	we	visit	web	pages,	we	surf	or	cruise	the	
Internet,	we	travel	on	the	information	highway	to	certain	home pages. Most	
web	pages	are,	in	fact,	often	graphically	oriented	around	themes	related	to	
place,	such	as	homes,	offices,	castles,	rooms,	or	spaceships	(2003,	p.	244).


© Nowak/Laird


Barbara Nowak spent extended periods 
of time living on Btsisi’ fishing boats. 
Btsisi’ fish with nets, collect crabs in the 
mangrove rivers and snail on the mud 
banks. Barbara also participated in 
these activities. Sometimes anthropolo-
gists go to the field with their families. 
Barbara and Peter took their children to 
visit Btsisi’ on a field work trip.
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The	digital	revolution	has	spawned	a	new	field	called	cyborg	(cybernetic	organism)	anthro-
pology,	which	sees	human	culture	as	inextricably	integrated	with	information	technology:	
“Indeed,	so	profoundly	are	humans	altering	their	biological	and	physical	landscapes	that	
some	 have	 openly	 suggested	 that	 the	 proper	 object	 of	 anthropological	 study	 should	 be	
cyborgs	rather	than	humans,	for,	as	Donna	Haraway	(1991)	says,	we	are	all	cyborgs	now”	
(Cyborg	Anthropology	 in	 International Encyclopedia of Women: Global Women’s Issues and 
Knowledge,	2000,	p.	286).


Cyborg	 anthropology	 sees	 information	 technology	 as	 a	 human	 prosthesis	 that	 augments	
thinking	and	behavior.	People	often	“feel”	their	laptop	computers	weighing	less	after	delet-
ing	large	numbers	of	files.	Attributing	“weight”	to	information	and	experiencing	the	laptop	
as	lighter	after	file	deletion	indicates	a	deep	integration	of	the	body	and	information	technol-
ogy.	Specialists	in	cyborg	anthropological	fieldwork	need	go	no	further	than	their	computer	
or	 3G	 cell	 phone.	 However,	 cyborg	 anthropology	 extends	 to	 fields	 such	 as	 reproductive	
technologies,	medical	prostheses,	artificial	intelligence,	and	expert	systems.	For	an	interest-
ing	summary	of	cyborg	anthropology,	see	Amber	Case’s	www.cyborganthropology.com.


CASE STUDY 2.2


Peter’s Introduction to Fieldwork
The experience of one of the authors (Peter Laird) in fieldwork with Malaysian Orang Asli shamans demonstrates 
some of the character of participant-observation.


Three days into the field I was invited to join in the drumming for a shamanic healing performance. I played very 
poorly and only for a few minutes, as it required a very high degree of physical fitness and coordination just to 
drum for 10 minutes or so. Frequently drummers would play for up to 50 minutes without a break. There are 
over a hundred drum rhythms that encode bird song and flight patterns, animal calls and gaits, swimming fish, 
and botanical and meteorological phenomena. Participation in ritual drumming and other activities prevented 
me from documenting the rich songs sung by the shamans. Here participation and observation were mutually 
exclusive.


Interviews with shamans about their healing rituals performed for ill kinsmen provided fascinating information 
on everything from the meaning of ritual music to the symbolic significance of the many itineraries followed by 
the shaman’s traveling soul. Hundreds of natural species of the tropical rainforest, from the shaman’s guardian 
spirits to plants used to make the shaman’s whisk and headband, and resins for the censer, are an integral part 
of all healing performances. Most of these features can be observed or elicited in an interview. Very quickly it 
became apparent that what shamans were saying in interviews was different from the long elaborate songs they 
sang in healing performances. Here there is a conflict between interviewing and observation.


Documenting shamanic ritual involved audio recording and flash photography. The audio recording comprised a 
single track recording the shaman’s singing and a second track recording my simultaneous commentary on what 
the shaman was doing. It involved training a research assistant to correctly hold the microphone and follow the 
shaman’s movements, while I sat on the floor out of the way and made a running commentary on the shaman’s 
behavior while continually adjusting the recording level and taking photographs. The tapes were transcribed, and 
the transcription and tape replay were used to interview the performing shaman. This methodology allowed for 
an in-depth understanding of the shaman’s songs, and revealed a rich world of meanings only available through 
the song texts. Recording ritual performances and using tape playback and transcribed texts is a study of how 
people actually behave, as opposed to what they say they do when responding to questions such as “How do 
you extract a dangerous and angry disease-spirit from a person’s body?” or “What is your spirit journey itinerary 
when you visit the cloud-mountains?” or “What do you see when you get to the edge of the world where lives 
the giant cosmic snake?” For most anthropologists, participation and observation are conjoint methods that give 
depth and texture to ethnographic knowledge and experience.
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In	the	new	world	of	cyberspace	the	anthropologist’s	avatar	can	now	discover	fieldwork	
locations	 in	 places	 like	 Second	 Life	 where	 many	 corporations	 and	 universities	 have	 set	
up	their	own	sites.	Participant-observation	now	becomes	virtual	and	is	just	as	capable	of	
creating	interesting	ethnographic	findings	as	in	the	real	world.


Despite	 the	 range	 of	 cultures	 studied	 by	 anthropologists,	 ethnography	 always	 comes	
back	to	the	personal	quotient.	Doing	fieldwork	in	the	Wa	culture	of	Yunnan	by	necessity	
requires	drinking	local	rice	beer.	If	you	don’t	drink	rice	beer,	then	participatory	fieldwork	
with	 the	 Wa	 is	 impossible.	 If	 you	 do	 drink	 rice	 beer,	 inebriated	 participation	 can	 easily	
become	a	problem.	In	the	aptly	titled	article	Participant Intoxication and Self-Other Dynamics 
in the Wa Context,	Magnus	Fiskesjö	states:


With	 outsider	 visitors,	 the	 stakes	 change.	 Wa	 people	 from	 neighbouring	
areas	mostly	know	the	how-to	of	beer	drinking,	but	pay	special	attention	
to	local	variations	so	as	not	to	commit	any	faux	pas.	They	also	show	a	deli-
cate	restraint	(getting	drunk	means	submitting	to	the	host’s	goodwill).	The	
same	is	true	for	“neighbours”	from	other	ethnic	groups	with	long-standing	
contacts	with	the	Wa,	such	as	from	among	the	Lahu,	Shan	and	even	some	
Chinese	settlers,	and	this	mode	of	participating	while	striving	to	maintain	
an	 escape	 route	 also	 resembles	 the	 anthropologists’	 deeply	 ambivalent	
position	(2010,	p.	119),


Fiskesjö	neatly	summarizes	the	dilemma	of	partici-
pant	 observation	 and	 the	 ambivalence	 created	 by	
the	anthropologist’s	marginality.


Archival Research
Archival	 research	 forms	 an	 important	 backdrop	 to	
fieldwork.	 Depending	 on	 the	 choice	 of	 culture	 and	
research	topic,	archival	records	may	be	critical	to	the	
ethnographic	 process.	 A	 notable	 example	 is	 Derek	
Freeman’s	(1983)	use	of	court	records	from	the	1920s	
to	 refute	 Margaret	 Mead’s	 claims	 about	 the	 peace-
able	character	of	Samoan	society.


As	anthropologist	H.	Russell	Bernard	states:	“One	of	the	great	advantages	of	doing	archi-
val	 research	 is	 that	 it	 is	 truly	 non-reactive.	 Whether	 you’re	 studying	 archival	 records	 of	
births,	migration,	visits	to	hospital,	or	purchases	of	hybrid	seed,	people	can’t	change	their	
behavior	after	the	fact”	(2006,	p.	448).


Archival	 research	 has	 been	 crucially	 important	 in	 establishing	 the	 legitimacy	 and	 legal	
acceptance	 of	 land	 claims	 by	Aboriginal	Australians	 and	 First	 Nations	 Peoples	 in	 Can-
ada.	 This	 type	 of	 archival	 research	 involves	 corroborating	 genealogical	 databases	 with	
recorded	 births,	 deaths,	 and	 marriages.	 It	 also	 involves	 using	 records	 to	 link	 people	 to	
membership	 in	 larger	 groups,	 and	 to	 link	 people	 and	 groups	 to	 traditional	 lands	 and	
resources.	In	Australia,	anthropologists	are	regularly	employed	by	Aboriginal	traditional	
owners	 as	 experts	 in	 archival	 and	 ethnographic	 research.	Aboriginal	 traditional	 owners	
are	 tribal	 communities	 that	 have	 legal	 title	 to	 lands	 confiscated	 or	 alienated	 by	 govern-
ment	and	commercial	interests	in	the	past.


Consider This 
Consider a time in which you were 
required to establish a relationship 
with people from a background very 
different from your own. How were you 
able to encourage this relationship? 
What techniques did you or could you 
use to develop mutual trust and under-
standing? How was this situation simi-
lar to what a cultural anthropologist 
must do when conducting fieldwork 
using participant observation?
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After	 six	 months	 of	 fieldwork,	 one	 of	 the	 authors	 of	 this	 text	 (Peter	 Laird)	 discovered	
a	 paper	 reporting	 a	 field	 trip	 to	 several	 northern	 communities	 by	 a	 Singapore	 govern-
ment	 anthropologist	 in	 1947.	 The	 paper	 contained	 valuable	 ethnographic	 data,	 genea-
logical	 information,	 and	 photographs.	 The	 photographs	 provided	 the	 base	 for	 a	 photo-
graphic	record	of	six	generations,	and	the	genealogical	data	added	appreciable	depth	to	
understanding	social	structure.	In	the	same	library,	there	was	a	handwritten	report	of	a	
district	census	conducted	in	1911.	The	census	report	
contained	descriptions	of	the	area,	toponyms	(place	
names),	 word	 lists,	 and	 ethnonyms	 (ethnic	 names)	
of	the	various	groups	encountered.	Again,	this	was	
a	very	valuable	archive	that	expanded	his	historical	
appreciation	of	the	region.


Archival	 research	 adds	 a	 historical	 dimension	 to	
contemporary	fieldwork	and	is	critically	important	
in	reconstructing	the	cultural	history	of	a	people.


Counting and Sampling Data
As	 we	 noted	 above,	 anthropologists	 tend	 to	 be	 strongly	 oriented	 toward	 using	 qualita-
tive	methods	for	acquiring	field	data.	However,	most	qualitative	anthropologists	also	use	
simple	quantitative	methods,	even	if	such	methods	just	involve	counting.	Later	on,	this	
numerical	data	can	be	statistically	used	for	comparative	analysis,	as	discussed	in	the	sec-
tion	on	ethnology.


Counting	typically	involves	activities	such	as	census	taking.	It	is	often	important	to	gather	
basic	demographic	information,	such	as	how	many	people	live	in	the	community,	house-
hold	composition,	gender,	age,	births,	deaths,	and	marriages.	It	may	also	be	important	to	
count	people	by	other	factors,	such	as	occupation,	income,	religious	affiliation,	and	land-
holding.	There	are	many	important	reasons	to	determine	the	numerical	characteristics	of	
key	social	forms	and	activities.


If	 the	 anthropologist	 is	 studying	 the	 economy,	 then	 the	 exchange	 of	 labor,	 money	 and	
goods-in-kind	will	need	to	be	quantified.	In	addition,	a	cultural	ecological	study	will	mea-
sure	energy	output	(for	example,	human	labor,	animal	work,	fuel,	fertilizers,	and	so	on)	
against	energy	input	(food	and	materials)	that	sustain	the	society.	Indeed,	measuring	the	
web	of	transactions	that	the	anthropologist	defines	as	the	“economy”	and	“environment”	
can	get	very	complicated.


Typically,	 if	 the	 anthropologist	 is	 studying	 a	 large	 population,	 he	 or	 she	 will	 use	 sam-
pling	 methods	 to	 identify	 a	 group	 of	 people	 who	 can	 be	 thought	 of	 as	 representing	 the	
characteristics	of	the	whole	population.	Similarly,	with	an	economic	study,	sampling	will	
enable	 the	 anthropologist	 to	 draw	 conclusions	 about	 the	 whole	 economy	 by	 measuring	
the	activities	of	a	limited	number	of	representative	farmers,	hunters,	laborers,	child	care-
givers,	weavers,	food	stall	operators,	and	potters,	for	example.


Time	 allocation	 is	 the	 study	 of	 how	 people	 structure	 their	 daily	 activities	 and	 is	 a	 clear	
example	 of	 sampling	 techniques	 used	 by	 anthropologists.	 Time	 allocation	 studies	 have	
been	carried	out	in	many	societies.	The	Machiguenga	Amazonian	Indians	were	studied	
by	Allen	and	Orma	Johnson	in	the	1970s.	The	Johnsons	were	presented	with	the	problem	


Consider This 
Compile a list of possible topics that 
would be best explored using the tech-
nique of archival research. Why would 
these topics be conducive to this tech-
nique rather than others described in 
this chapter?
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that	two	people	could	not	be	everywhere	at	same	time.	Of	course,	guessing	what	people	
were	doing	at	any	particular	time	was	out	of	the	question.	The	Johnsons	(1975)	chose	13	
numbered	households	and,	using	a	random	number	table	for	selecting	household	number	
and	time	of	day,	they	were	able	to	record	what	people	were	doing	in	a	particular	house-
hold	at	a	particular	time.	This	sampling	technique	allowed	them,	over	a	period	of	several	
months,	to	build	up	a	picture	of	how	people	organized	their	days	into	significant	activities.	
For	example,	women	spent	13	hours	per	week	on	garden	labor	and	wild	food	collecting,	
whereas	men	spent	30	hours	per	week	doing	these	tasks.	In	contrast	with	married	men,	
who	spent	2	hours	on	domestic	work,	married	women	spent	27	hours.	The	Human	Rela-


tions	Area	 Files	 (HRAF)	 have	 published	 13	 studies	
in	 their	 Time	 Allocation	 Series. Sophisticated	 sam-
pling	and	statistical	techniques	have	also	been	used	
in	the	study	of	kinship	and	family	life,	and	in	areas	
such	as	Cuna	aesthetics	(Hirschfeld,	1977).


Often,	 small-scale	 societies	 allow	 the	 anthropolo-
gist	 to	 count	 complete	 populations	 and	 thus	 avoid	
many	of	the	difficult	issues	involved	in	identifying	a	
representative	sample	of	people	or	activities.	Later,	
this	numerical	data	can	be	statistically	used	for	com-
parative	 analysis,	 as	 pointed	 out	 in	 the	 section	 on	
ethnology.


Documentation: Fieldnotes, Audio, Video, Photography
Fieldnotes	is	the	general	term	that	covers	a	range	of	documentation	types.	Some	anthro-
pologists	 use	 spiral-bound	 notebooks,	 while	 others	 use	 index	 cards.	 When	 interacting	
with	people	or	observing	an	event,	it	is	often	easier	to	make	scratch	notes.	These	notes	are	
then	 written	 up,	 usually	 at	 night,	 into	 field	 notebooks	 and	 cards.	 Cards	 are	 an	 effective	
method	and	can	aid	the	scanning	and	sorting	of	topics,	people,	places,	and	events	more	
than	 a	 continuous	 notebook	 can.	 Record	 keeping	 is	 critically	 important	 and	 often	 very	
difficult	 at	 the	 end	 of	 an	 exhausting	 day.	 Many	
anthropologists	type	up	their	notes	every	day	for	
months	without	a	break.


Photography	has	been	a	part	of	fieldwork	since	the	
beginning	of	the	19th	century,	extending	to	movie	
film	during	the	20th	century.	Visual	anthropology	
is	a	well-developed	subfield	of	cultural	anthropol-
ogy.	Visual	images	are	used	for	many	purposes—
for	 example,	 to	 document	 economic	 activities,	
ritual	performances,	boat	building,	hunting	prac-
tices,	and	house	construction.	Often	the	camera	is	
used	in	observer	mode,	recording	information	at	
a	 density	 beyond	 an	 observer’s	 written	 descrip-
tion.	The	same	applies	to	audio	recording.	Giving	
copies	 of	 photographs	 to	 collaborators	 is	 a	 good	
rapport	 builder,	 and	 visual	 images	 are	 excellent	
for	interviewing	and	eliciting	information.


Consider This 
Consider what would happen if an 
anthropologist did a time allocation 
study on your own family. What would 
this sampling technique tell an anthro-
pologist about your family? Do you 
think the results would surprise you? 
How could the study of several differ-
ent families within your society reflect 
a greater understanding of the society 
as a whole?


© Martin Harvey/PhotoLibrary


Visual anthropology includes how 
native people view their world through 
the lens of a camera as well as how 
anthroologists do. Here, a Maasai 
warrior is taking a photograph of his 
community.
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Fieldwork	has	dramatically	changed	over	the	past	
40	years	with	the	advent	of	high-quality	portable	
audio	recorders.	The	revolution	in	portability	has	
been	 augmented	 by	 the	 digital	 revolution	 and	
has	proved	to	be	a	boon	for	anthropologists,	pro-
viding	 tools	 such	 as	 digital	 recorders,	 cameras,	
camcorders,	and	computers.	Laptops,	notebooks,	
and	netbooks	enable	the	anthropologist	to	create	
digital	field	notes	that	are	searchable	and	configu-
rable	and—most	importantly	for	security—can	be	
encrypted	and	backed	up	onto	pocket-size	exter-
nal	hard	drives	and	flash	drives.


These	 new	 media,	 while	 facilitating	 the	 docu-
mentary	 efforts	 of	 the	 anthropologist,	 still	 play	
a	 subsidiary	 role	 in	 most	 fieldwork	 situations.	
However,	 in	 visual anthropology	 (multime-
dia	 ethnography),	 audiovisual	 media	 are	 used	
instead	 of	 printed	 books	 to	 communicate	 eth-
nographies.	 The	 new	 media	 augment	 the	 ethno-
graphic	process	by	allowing	the	anthropologist	to	explore	topics	that	might	otherwise	be	
closed,	such	as	recording	a	dance	performance	by	an	anthropologist	untrained	in	choreo-
graphic	notation.


An	audiovisual	archive	can	be	of	inestimable	value	to	a	people	who	are	undergoing	rapid	
culture	change,	often	not	of	their	choice,	and	it	is	the	ethical	responsibility	of	the	anthro-
pologist	to	act	as	a	joint	trustee,	rather	than	owner,	of	important	cultural	materials.


Writing an Ethnography
After	completing	ethnographic	fieldwork,	the	anthropologist	returns	from	the	field	and	
begins	writing	up	an	ethnography.	As	you	can	see,	the	word	ethnography	has	two	mean-
ings.	The	first	meaning	is	the	one	described	above—that	is,	carrying	out	a	fieldwork-based	
study	of	a	particular	culture.	The	second	meaning	refers	to	the	type	of	book	produced	by	
the	anthropologist.	An	anthropologist’s	first	ethnography	is	usually	a	Ph.D.	thesis,	later	
rewritten	in	book	form	for	publication.	The	term	ethnography	implies	a	holistic	account	of	
a	 particular	 culture.	 The	 anthropologist	 may	 foreground	 certain	 cultural	 domains,	 such	
as	 kinship,	 as	 the	 focus	 of	 the	 study.	 However,	 the	 holistic	 nature	 of	 ethnography	 will	
usually	give	a	descriptive	overview	of	the	whole	culture.	This	will	include	geographical	
and	 environmental	 information,	 as	 well	 as	 other	 cultural	 domains	 that	 are	 contextually	
important	for	understanding	kinship,	such	as	patterns	of	reciprocity.


Ethnographies	are	the	empirical (data	obtained	through	experiment	or	observation)	base	
of	anthropology.	Ethnographic	data	acquired	by	anthropologists	during	a	field	stay	of	12	
to	18	months	often	far	exceeds	the	information	contained	in	published	ethnographies.	A	
successful	field	project	can	give	rise	to	several	books,	many	shorter	publications	in	pro-
fessional	journals,	thousands	of	photographs,	and	hundreds	of	hours	of	film,	video,	and	
audio	 recordings.	 Sometimes	 anthropologists	 revisit	 the	 same	 communities	 throughout	
their	professional	careers.


© Nowak/Laird


Anthropologists go everywhere that 
people in the community go to learn 
about how people spend their day and 
pursue their livelihood. Here Peter 
Laird is on the beach learning about 
seine net fishing. While there, he 
filmed the fishing process.
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An	ethnography	is	usually	written	in	what	is	called	the	ethnographic present.	The	anthro-
pologist	 writes	 in	 the	 present	 tense	 in	 order	 to	 create	 a	 slice-through-time	 description.	
Even	though	ethnographic	data	may	be	built	up	over	several	years	of	fieldwork,	the	eth-
nographic	present	is	a	stylistic	way	of	exploring	cultural	patterns	and	relations	that	con-
tribute	to	a	coherent,	integrated,	holistic	perspective	on	a	culture.	As	Wilber	(1987)	states:	
“This	 stylistic	 device	 prevents	 switching	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 the	 past	 and	 present	
tenses	and	obviates	determination	in	each	and	every	case	of	whether	a	particular	custom	
persists,	has	changed,	or	ceased	to	exist.”


Yet	 many	 anthropologists	 are	 uneasy	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 ethnographic	 present	 being	
seen	as	a	substitute	for	the	ethnography of the present.	In	other	words,	as	Sanjek	(1991)	has	
argued,	the	ethnographic	present	serves	to	disguise	the	real	historical	conditions	of	peo-
ple’s	lives.	An	ethnography	of	the	present	takes	into	account	those	historical	conditions.	
Sanjek’s	fascinating	paper	discusses	several	different	meanings	of	the	ethnographic	pres-
ent.	The	ethnographic	present	is	too	often	an	“out	of	time”	description	that	backgrounds	
the	historical	reality	of	a	culture.


The	ethnographic	present	is	equivalent	to	installing	a	firewall	between	a	culture	and	its	
wider	social,	political,	historical,	and	economic	environment.	Because	it	takes	a	timeless	
view,	the	ethnographic	present	filters	out	disturbing	information	coming	in	from	the	out-
side	world.	Sanjek	(1991,	p.	613)	states:


Imagine	 what	 anthropology	 would	
look	 like	 today	 if	 Boas’s	 texts	 con-
cerned	 conversions	 to	 Christianity,	
work	histories	and	the	mundane	folk-
lore	of	a	multiracial,	polyethnic	society;	
if	Malinowski	had	charted	the	expedi-
tions	 of	 pearl	 buyers,	 and	 provided	
case	materials	involving	resident	mag-
istrate,	chiefs	and	their	subjects;	if	Rad-
cliffe-Brown	had	written	‘Three	Tribes	
in	 Western	 Australia’s	 Concentration	
Camps’;	and	if	these	were	the	authori-
tative,	 foundational	 ethnographies	 on	
which	anthropology	had	developed.


An	 ethnography	 of	 the	 present	 could	 also	 be	
problematic,	because	it	might	reduce	a	culture	to	
just	 one	 node	 in	 a	 network	 of	 thousands	 of	 rel-
evant	 nodes	 in	 the	 world	 system.	 For	 example,	
the	author	(Peter	Laird)	observed	in	Malaysia	that	
the	 Orang	 Asli	 frog-collecting	 economy	 extends	
to	 the	 dinner	 plates	 of	 France.	 Similarly,	 rattan	
collected	from	the	forest	ends	up	in	the	furniture	
showrooms	of	Europe.	All	cultures	in	the	modern	
world	 are	 integrated	 into	 the	 world	 system,	 and	
this	 fact	 raises	 interesting	 questions	 as	 to	 where	
to	draw	the	boundary	of	a	culture.	This	is	not	just	


© Dean/Cirani/PhotoLibrary


Similarities among different tribes can 
serve as clues as to the origins of cul-
ture for a people. This Orang Asli man 
uses a blowpipe that is remarkably 
similar to those used in an Amazonian 
indigenous culture.
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a	conceptual	question	of	“what	is	culture”	and	“what	is a	culture”	determined	by	some	
sort	of	convenient	boundary	(traditionally	language,	ethnicity,	and	location)	but	an	ethical	
issue	as	well	since	it	involves	issues	of	cultural	identity	represented	by	the	anthropologist.


All	ethnographies	are	selective,	and	the	founders	of	the	discipline	saw	themselves	as	try-
ing	to	capture	the	essential	features	of	traditional	cultures	minus	the	historically	driven	
changes	that	in	some	places	were	destroying	the	last	vestiges	of	traditional	ways	of	life.	In	
retrospect	we	see	these	studies	expressing	serious	ethical	lapses	(see	Chapter	9),	but	at	the	
time	the	ethnographers	saw	themselves	as	honoring	what	was	central	to	these	threatened	
ways	of	life.


Reevaluating Ethnography
Indigenous	 anthropologists	 have	 taken	 issue	 with	 dominant	 academic	 ideologies,	 and	
many	anthropologists	question	the	practice	of	representing	other	peoples	and	their	cul-
tures	 in	 alien	 textual	 forms	 such	 as	 books.	 Indigenous	 ethnographer	 Katerina	 Martine	
Teaiwa	states:


I	 have	 always	 been	 critical	 of	 writing	 as	 the	 primary	 medium	 of	 knowl-
edge	production	in	the	social	sciences	and	humanities.	I	believe	that	if	the	
academy	is	to	have	a	meaningful	relationship	with	people	in	the	rest	of	the	
world,	 urgent	 attention	 to	 audience	 and	 the	 forms	 of	 communication	 that	
those	audiences	best	engage	with,	or	are	influenced	by,	is	needed.	(2004:	226)


Ethnographic	writing	is	primarily	directed	toward	colleagues	and	students	of	anthropol-
ogy.	However,	quite	a	few	ethnographies	have	been	written	for	the	interested	public.	Well-
known	books	include	Margaret	Mead’s	Coming of Age in Samoa	(1928)	and	Growing up in 
New Guinea	(1930),	and	Colin	Turnbull’s	The Forest People	(1961)	and	The Mountain People	
(1972).	These	books	are	still	in	print.	Increasingly,	the	subjects	of	ethnographic	writing	are	
also	the	audience	for	such	writing,	and	if	they	fail	to	recognize	themselves	in	the	ethno-
graphic	account	that	claims	to	represent	them,	then	we	will	have	to	seriously	rethink	the	
whole	ethnographic	process.


Over	the	past	few	decades	there	has	been	an	ongoing	reevaluation	of	what	it	means	to	write	
an	 ethnography.	 Some	 anthropologists	 dispute	 the	 validity	 of	 traditional	 ethnographic	
writing	as	little	more	than	“the	god	trick”	(Haraway,	1988).	“The	god	trick”	refers	to	tra-
ditional	 ethnographic	 writing	 that	 situated	 the	 writing	 perspective	 above	 the	 culture	 in	
order	to	create	a	distanced	overview.	This	was	in	keeping	with	the	anthropological	axiom	
of	 distanced	 interaction—not	 so	 close	 as	 to	 be	 accused	 of	 “going	 native”	 and	 not	 so	 far	
away	as	to	avoid	real	participation.	“Going	native”	in	colonial	times	was	seen	as	making	
an	alliance	with	the	ruled	and	thereby	rejecting	the	legitimacy	of	the	colonial	regime.	These	
colonial	and	authoritarian	attitudes	are	all	but	gone,	and	the	postcolonial	worlds	studied	
by	 anthropologists	 are	 bound	 to	 offer	 a	 richer	 understanding	 that	 oscillates	 between	 the	
intimacy	of	fieldwork	among	genuine	collaborators	and	the	solitary	task	of	“writing	it	up.”


Many	anthropologists	refute	empirical	scientific	styles	of	writing,	and	see	ethnography	as	
primarily	a	literary	form.	The	nature	of	ethnographic	representation	through	writing	and	
through	media,	as	in	visual	anthropology,	is	an	ongoing	discussion	that	may	lead	to	entirely	
new	forms	of	digital	media,	ethnographic	simulations,	and	immersive	virtual	worlds.
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Ethics
Fieldwork	ethics	as	adhered	to	by	American	anthropologists	are	specified	in	the	American	
Anthropological	Association	Principals of Professional Responsibility (PPR)	adopted	in	1971.	
The	ethical	guidelines	are	divided	into	six	categories:	(1)	relations	with	those	studied,	(2)	
responsibility	 to	 the	 public,	 (3)	 responsibility	 to	 the	 discipline,	 (4)	 responsibility	 to	 stu-
dents,	(5)	responsibility	to	sponsors	and	(6)	responsibilities	to	one’s	own	government	and	
to	host	governments.	In	this	section,	we	will	discuss	the	first	category,	relations	with	those	
studied.	A	more	extensive	discussion	of	ethics	is	reserved	for	Chapter	9.


The	 fundamental	 ethical	 principal	 required	 of	 all	 cultural	 anthropologists	 is	 preserving	
the	safety	and	well-being	of	field	collaborators	and	other	members	of	a	studied	commu-
nity.	Anthropologists	routinely	disguise	the	names	of	collaborators	and	sometimes	even	
disguise	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 communities	 they	 work	 in.	 However,	 ethics	 are	 often	 situ-
ational,	as	when	a	collaborator	requests	that	his	or	her	name	be	published	as	a	contributor	
to	a	successful	fieldwork	project.	Anonymity	is	harder	to	protect	when	photographs	are	
published	 in	 books,	 or	 when	 people	 are	 shown	 in	 film	 or	 video	 documentaries.	 Using	
release	forms	to	obtain	permission	from	subjects	may	be	ethically	required,	but	how	ethi-
cal	is	it	if	the	signers	have	no	way	of	understanding	how	the	media	will	be	used?


The	PPR	prohibits	clandestine	research,	and	anthropologists	must	anticipate	any	possible	
long-term	 consequences	 to	 the	 studied	 communities.	 This	 is	 a	 judgment	 call	 that	 is	 fre-
quently	 difficult	 to	 make	 given	 the	 political	 vagaries	 of	 many	 developing	 states	 where	
anthropologists	do	fieldwork.


Today	 almost	 all	 universities	 have	 ethics	 panels	 that	 scrutinize	 research	 that	 includes	
human	subjects.	Thus	American	anthropologists	are	subject	to	two	layers	of	ethical	respon-
sibility:	the	American	Anthropological	Association	guidelines,	and	the	fieldworker’s	own	


CASE STUDY 2.3


Peter’s Reciprocity in the Field 
Reciprocity defines the fieldwork experience. Reciprocity is an ethical imperative in all cultures. People in studied 
communities give the anthropologist thousands of hours of individual and group attention and huge amounts of 
information. Giving back takes many forms. I (Peter Laird) reciprocated by providing first aid, analgesics, antacids, 
vitamin tablets, and other sundry medicines. I also shared my food, and my cassette tape recorder gave hours of 
fun to young people who sang songs shyly to each other. Duplicate photographs were distributed, and Polaroids 
provided instant gratification and delight.


Having little money as a grad student, and being reliant on forestry vehicles for access to the field, I had great dif-
ficulty obtaining supplies of food and batteries. However, when I acquired a used Volkswagen Beetle during the 
second field trip the following year, it almost instantly became a taxi. At that time, the VW was the only non-four-
wheel-drive car with the height and traction needed to navigate logging tracks. Great for shopping and getting 
people to the hospital, the car became a major factor in reciprocation.


During postdoctoral fieldwork seven years later, the car proved its value again in the same manner. However, hid-
ing the car in the forest and then walking along forest tracks to the community was always a logistical problem 
with regard to supplies, and courted damage from wild elephants and theft from itinerant forest product collec-
tors. One night I walked out alone to check the car and was met by the growling of a tiger or leopard just behind 
the car. That was my last solitary nighttime check!
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institutional	requirements	for	the	ethical	conduct	of	research.	As	we	have	seen,	research	
ethics	have	taken	a	winding	course	since	the	18th	century,	and	there	will	be	new	ethical	
issues	to	be	solved	in	the	emerging	field	of	cyber	anthropology	and	in	the	immense	cul-
tural	and	religious	complexities	of	our	globalized	world.


The	anthropologist	is	almost	totally	dependent	on	the	kindness,	generosity,	and	coopera-
tion	of	the	studied	community,	a	realization	that	leads	to	a	deep	sense	of	indebtedness	and	
appreciation.	The	long-term	ethical	responsibility	is	to	write	an	ethnography	that	will	be	
of	value	to	the	studied	culture,	to	anthropology,	and	to	the	anthropologist.


Does a Person’s Social or Political Agenda Bias Research?
Anthropologists	often	develop	research	projects	that	are	a	direct	reflection	of	social	and	politi-
cal	agendas.	For	example,	anthropologists	research	HIV/AIDS,	nutrition,	infant	and	maternal	
health,	farming	practices,	and	many	other	topics	vitally	important	to	the	welfare	of	people.


Action	anthropology	was	developed	by	Sol	Tax,	an	American	anthropologist	of	the	mid-
20th	 century,	 as	 a	 way	 of	 formulating	 research	 that	 could	 be	 of	 direct	 assistance	 to	 the	
studied	community.	Similarly,	development	anthropologists	engage	in	research	that	can	
feed	into	policy	formation,	resulting	in	social	and	economic	change.


Feminist	 anthropologists	 have	 given	 insight	 into	 the	 worlds	 of	 women	 to	 which	 male	
anthropologists	have	no	access,	such	as	in	Muslim	cultures.	The	voices	of	women	in	indig-
enous	 cultures	 have	 been	 mute	 from	 almost	 the	 inception	 of	 anthropology,	 a	 gap	 that	
feminist	agendas	have	addressed.


The	 study	 of	 the	 impact	 of	 climate	 change	 is	 becoming	 an	 important	 theme	 in	 environ-
mental	anthropology.	If	predictions	are	accurate,	climate	change	will	see	the	displacement	
of	 entire	 cultures,	 mass	 migrations,	 and	 profound	 and	 irreversible	 ecological	 changes.	
Given	the	plight	of	so	many	peoples	and	the	imminent	demise	of	so	many	cultures	and	
languages,	the	anthropologist	is	almost	beholden	to	build	these	issues	into	field	research	
objectives.


2.4 PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED BY ETHNOGRAPHERS


Fieldwork	in	traditional	cultures	is	an	extremely	demanding	and	strenuous	endeavor	that	challenges	all	of	the	anthropologist’s	personal	resources.	It	can	also	be	danger-ous,	confusing,	exhausting,	rewarding,	and	even	joyful.
Location


People	live	in	almost	all	of	the	world’s	climatic	zones,	and	anthropologists	have	probably	
worked	in	the	majority	of	these	regions.	Fieldwork	in	traditional	settings	is	very	demand-
ing,	and	field	site	selection	is	in	part	determined	by	the	ethnographer’s	tolerance	levels	for	
what	the	climate	offers.	Lowland	tropical	rainforest	means	sweating	all	day,	never	having	
dry	clothes,	battling	fungus	on	equipment,	struggling	to	store	food	safely,	and	confronting	
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diseases	 like	 malaria.	 Boreal	 forest	 means	 dangerously	 cold	 temperatures	 and	 summer	
insects	far	worse	than	anything	encountered	in	the	tropical	rainforest.	Deserts	and	high-
altitude	locations	also	hold	unique	adaptive	stresses	for	the	anthropologist.


Often,	there	is	danger	from	state	authorities,	insurgents,	and	criminals,	and	anthropolo-
gists	have	to	be	alert	about	possible	dangers	before	entering	the	field.	Similarly,	there	may	
be	resentment	against	gringos	from	the	affluent	North,	and	prejudice	from	administrators	
and	the	public	in	recently	decolonized	countries.


Location	can	make	or	break	a	field	project,	and	failure	caused	by	deep	incompatibilities	
between	anthropologists	and	their	field	locations	and	communities	is	not	uncommon.


Language


Language	is	a	major	challenge	to	effective	fieldwork.	Some	anthropologists	use	interpret-
ers,	but	most	try	to	learn	the	language	of	the	studied	community.	As	among	people	in	the	
general	 population,	 some	 anthropologists	 have	 a	 remarkable	 facility	 for	 acquiring	 lan-
guages,	whereas	other	anthropologists	find	language	learning	a	difficult	chore.


If	 possible,	 language	 learning	 will	 begin	 before	 entering	 the	 field,	 as	 a	 part	 of	 graduate	
training.	The	world’s	major	languages	may	not	be	the	language	of	the	studied	community,	
but	often	these	dominant	languages	are	also	contact	languages	used	by	marginal	peoples	
to	interact	with	outsiders.	For	example,	Brazilian	Portuguese	is	spoken	as	a	contact	lan-
guage	 by	 most	 Amazonian	 indigenous	 peoples,	 and	 Malay	 is	 spoken	 as	 a	 contact	 lan-
guage	by	all	Mon-Khmer-speaking	Orang	Asli	in	Peninsular	Malaysia.	Learning	undocu-
mented	languages	via	intermediary	national	languages	is	a	common	method	of	language	
acquisition.


CASE STUDY 2.4


Location Issues and Problems
After several proposed field locations from East Timor to the Straits of Malacca, I (Peter Laird) finally decided to 
work with a Malaysian Orang Asli (Aboriginal) community in Southeast Pahang, Peninsular Malaysia. The com-
munities lived in dispersed swiddens (slash-and-burn clearings) in lowland tropical rainforest (see Chapter 4). 
Access required hitching rides on forestry vehicles and walking long distances. Food and supplies were a difficult 
problem. The location of these communities, some very isolated, preserved the autonomy and independence 
of a people who valued their self-sufficiency and way of life. Before logging and deforestation, the vast expanse 
of tropical rainforest remained untouched except for the collecting of forest products such as rattan. Today the 
rainforest is gone, replaced by oil palm plantations and secondary forests that have all but destroyed a viable 
way of life.


One major problem during my fieldwork in the 1970s and 1980s was two intense El Niños, which substantially 
dried out the forest and all the small streams along which people lived. The dry period did not diminish the main 
river or creeks to any great degree, but did make water collecting inconvenient for many people. In addition to 
the risk of forest fires, the intense dry heat made many people sick with respiratory illnesses, including me. Thus, 
the first year of fieldwork was climatically difficult, and was not representative of a normal horticultural annual 
cycle. Yet the silver lining, if one could call it that, was that more sick people meant more healing ritual perfor-
mances, which were the subject of the research project.
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The	 first	 step	 is	 learning	 the	 names	 of	 things.	 Once	 in	 the	 field,	 it	 will	 take	 months	 of	
practice	to	learn	the	appropriate	forms	of	speaking	that	will	facilitate	the	anthropologist’s	
day-to-day	participation	and	incessant	questioning.


Behavior


Participant-observation	 involves	 the	 integration	 but	 not	 assimilation	 of	 the	 anthropolo-
gist	 into	 the	 studied	 community.	 The	 anthropologist	 aims	 to	 make	 friends	 and	 become	
integrated	 into	 daily	 routines.	Assimilation	 means	 that	 the	 anthropologist	 goes	 beyond	
integration	and	becomes	a	full	member	of	the	culture	with	all	the	moral	and	social	obliga-
tions	and	restrictions	this	entails.	No	longer	can	the	anthropologist	maintain	his	research	
role	of	participant-observer.	There	are	no	hard-and-fast	rules	about	engagement	with	the	
studied	community,	and	many	anthropologists	become	de	facto	members	of	their	studied	
communities	 through	 marriage,	 for	 example.	 Cultures	 vary	 in	 formality;	 some	 require	
adherence	to	strictly	defined	behavior,	as	in	some	religious	communities,	whereas	other	
cultures	are	very	tolerant	of	personal	differences	and	pretty	much	allow	anthropologists	
to	 be	 who	 they	 are.	 Irrespective	 of	 formalities,	 all	 cultures	 differentiate	 acceptable	 from	
unacceptable	 behavior,	 and	 the	 anthropologist	 is	 ethically	 required	 to	 stay	 within	 the	
bounds	of	acceptable	behavior.	But	as	we	saw	in	the	discussion	of	cultural	relativism	in	
Chapter	1,	this	may	prove	to	be	ethically	or	morally	difficult.


Homesickness


Homesickness	probably	afflicts	most	anthropologists	at	some	point	in	their	careers.	The	
field	 is	 often	 the	 first	 encounter	 with	 an	 alien	 environment	 by	 a	 scholar	 who	 has	 spent	
most	 of	 his	 or	 her	 life	 in	 educational	 institutions.	 The	 challenges	 of	 dealing	 with	 a	 new	
culture,	new	language,	new	foods,	and	new	collaborators	can	be	somewhat	overwhelm-
ing.	Despite	all	of	these	engagements,	loneliness	can	be	a	serious	problem.	Developments	
in	telecommunications	have	radically	altered	the	problem	of	homesickness.	Today	anthro-
pologists	have	mobile	phones,	and	where	there	is	no	mobile	service,	satellite	phones	facili-
tate	contact	with	significant	others.


Often	a	short	respite	from	the	field	eases	homesickness,	and	most	cities	around	the	world	
have	 Internet	 cafés	 where	 cheap	 Skype	 video	 calls	 to	 friends	 and	 family	 maintain	 links	
with	home.	Also,	cities	in	Asia,	for	example,	have	modern	supermarkets	and	Western	food	
outlets,	so	feelings	of	homesickness	can	be	assuaged	by	eating	familiar	foods.


In	addition,	nowadays	the	anthropologist	can	take	hours	of	personal	music	and	videos	to	
the	field	on	miniature	digital	players,	unlike	in	decades	past.


The	ultimate	solution	to	homesickness	is	to	make	the	studied	community	a	new	home.	In	
fact,	 anthropologists	 often	 do	 report	 the	 feeling	 of	 returning	 home	 when	 reentering	 the	
field	after	an	absence.
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Illness and Accidents


Illness	is	an	ever-present	hazard	in	many	parts	of	the	developing	world.	Even	in	devel-
oped	countries	such	as	the	United	States,	diseases	like	hantavirus,	lime	disease,	and	den-
gue	fever	can	be	serious	problems	to	a	fieldworker.


Case	 Study	 2.5	 recounts	 personal	 anecdotes	 of	 one	 anthropologist’s	 field	 experiences.	
Most	anthropologists	have	similar	experiences,	and	many	anthropologists	have	died	from	
field-related	illnesses	and	accidents.


Culture Shock


Culture	shock	is	a	well-known	condition,	a	process	of	psychological	adjustment	to	living	
in	 a	 different	 culture.	 Quite	 apart	 from	 anthropologists,	 there	 are	 millions	 of	 expatriate	
workers	 and	 expatriate	 children	 who	 move	 from	 country	 to	 country	 and	 have	 to	 make	
a	home	in	new	countries	and	 cultures.	Understanding	culture	shock	can	go	a	long	way	
toward	reducing	the	stress	and	strain	of	adjustment	to	a	new	culture.	Even	the	National	
Geographic	Xpeditions	website	includes	a	lesson	on	Culture	Shock.


In	The	Five Stages of Culture Shock: Critical Incidents Around the World	(1994),	author	Paul	
Pedersen	 identifies	 five	 major	 stages	 of	 culture	 shock.	 These	 are:	 (1)	 the	 honeymoon	
stage	 of	 great	 excitement,	 interest,	 and	 self-assurance;	 (2)	 the	 disintegration	 stage	 of	


CASE STUDY 2.5


Hazards in the Field
 I (author Peter Laird) entered the Malaysian field site in early February, and by April was feeling unwell. The situ-
ation gradually worsened; I thought it was a result of poor food and the effects of chloroquine tablets taken for 
malaria. In June I left the field to work in the Orang Asli hospital library in Gombak, outside Kuala Lumpur. With a 
high fever and feeling very ill, I decided to travel to relatives in Ipoh, a city in Perak state, a few hours away. By the 
time the railcar arrived I was having trouble walking but managed to get to the house. Two days later I was admit-
ted to a hospital in Ipoh with severe malaria. It turned out that the malaria in the fieldwork area was resistant to 
chloroquine. This put me out of the field for several months.


After I finished the first stint of fieldwork in November and returned home to Australia, the malaria flared up 
again in February, along with meningitis. Upon recovery I returned to the field six months later with a different 
malaria medication. It kept the malaria at bay for the second field trip, and I actually gained two pounds, but 
once again, on return to Australia the malaria returned and I required hospitalization. Through almost the entire 
period of fieldwork, I had subclinical malaria, which expresses itself as periodic fatigue and weariness. The same 
scenario happened again with fieldwork during the 1980s.


Accidents are also a problem. The name of the river I worked along is translated into English as the Rapids River, 
and rocky rapids separate stretches of calm water. Navigating the rapids is dangerous. Boats are maneuvered 
through rapids using push poles, and on one occasion the boatman’s push pole became jammed in an under-
water crevice. To prevent himself from being flung overboard, the boatman let go of the pole, which whipped 
back and hit me in the head. I was filming at the time and did not see what was happening. A nasty concussion 
and bad headache for several days was the result. Another time, I slipped on rocks after a hunting excursion and 
badly bruised my hip while helping to push a canoe through rapids at 2 a.m. Squatting was impossible for the 
next few months.
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disorientation,	depression,	and	anger;	(3)	the	reintegration	stage	of	bouncing	back,	albeit	
guarded	and	defensive;	(4)	the	autonomy	stage,	marking	a	new	level	of	person	integration	
that	reaches	out	to	the	host	culture;	and	finally,	(5)	the	independent	stage,	in	which,	Peder-
sen	states:	“.	.	.	the	individual	has	moved	from	alienation	to	a	new	identity	that	is	equally	
comfortable,	settled,	accepted,	and	fluent	in	both	old	and	new	cultures”	(1994,	p.	245)


Field	anthropologists	are	well	aware	of	culture	shock,	which	nevertheless	can	affect	their	
feeling	of	competence	and	well-being.	Unlike	a	corporate	executive	transferred	from	New	
York	to	Beijing,	the	anthropologist	is	almost	always	the	only	member	of	his	or	her	culture	
in	the	field.	There	is	no	support	system,	and	homesickness	can	be	particularly	intrusive	
during	 the	 first	 few	 months	 of	 fieldwork.	 Many	 expatriates	 attenuate	 or	 avoid	 culture	
shock	 by	 living	 in	 isolated	 communities,	 whereas	 the	 anthropologist	 has	 no	 choice	 but	
to	confront	and	deal	with	the	issues	of	transitioning	into	the	new	culture.	In	some	senses	
the	anthropologist	makes	a	double	movement;	a	transition	into	the	culture	of	the	studied	
community,	 and	 a	 transition	 into	 the	 culture	 of	 fieldwork,	 by	 which	 research	 objectives	
are	achieved.


SUMMARY
The	distinctiveness	of	cultural	anthropology	lies	in	the	unique	relationship	between	eth-
nology	and	ethnography.	Cultural	anthropologists	sometimes	telescope	these	disciplines	
into	 the	 overall	 descriptive	 term	 “anthropology.”	 Cultural	 anthropology	 is	 devoted	 to	
understanding	the	human	condition	by	studying	the	lives	of	people	in	diverse	cultures.	
Anthropological	 knowledge	 ranges	 from	 the	 minutiae	 of	 daily	 life	 to	 broad	 questions	
involving	what	it	means	to	be	a	human	being.


By	now	you	should	have	an	understanding	of	the	anthropological	approach	to	the	study	
of	 culture.	 Anthropologists	 tend	 to	 be	 divided	 into	 two	 camps:	 those	 who	 use	 qualita-
tive	 methods	 to	 study	 culture,	 and	 those	 who	 use	 quantitative	 numerical	 methods	 for	
understanding	cultural	patterns.	For	some	anthropologists	the	scientific	method	is	crucial,	
whereas	for	others	explaining	culture	is	more	like	an	exercise	in	literary	criticism.	Despite	
these	differences,	all	anthropologists	are	devoted	to	collecting	reliable	and	accurate	field	
data	that	reflects	the	deep	reality	of	other	people’s	cultural	worlds.


Anthropologists	 use	 participant-observation	 to	 situate	 themselves	 within	 the	 social	 and	
cultural	 settings	 of	 the	 studied	 community	 as	 the	 primary	 methodological	 strategy	 for	
data	 gathering.	 Fieldwork	 is	 the	 basis	 of	 anthropological	 inquiry,	 and	 many	 different	
documentation	techniques	are	employed.	From	fieldwork	to	writing	an	ethnography,	an	
anthropologist	must	contend	with	many	issues.	Fieldwork	can	be	extremely	challenging,	
but	perhaps	no	less	challenging	than	the	task	of	writing	an	ethnographic	book	that	draws	
together	all	the	different	aspects	of	the	anthropological	enterprise.


Cultural	anthropology	has	embraced	the	digital	revolution,	and	now	the	anthropologist	
can	participate	in	cyberspace,	take	up	a	role	in	an	MMORPG,	create	a	field	site	in	Second	
Life,	and	investigate	the	electronic	prostheses	that	are	extending	our	nervous	systems	and	
thinking	into	realms	that	we	are	just	beginning	to	understand.
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Today’s	anthropologists	are	as	diverse	as	the	cultures	they	study.	Some	are	deeply	involved	
in	statistical	analysis,	and	others	prefer	poetry	or	film	as	their	mode	of	expression.	Like	the	
world’s	cultures,	anthropology	is	committed	to	diversity	and	pluralism,	which	can	only	
enrich	and	enhance	our	understanding	of	human	culture	and	society.


QUESTIONS
1.	 Can	you	think	of	additional	examples	that	exemplify	the	scientific	method?
2.	 Can	anthropology	be	called	a	science?
3.	 What	is	the	main	objective	of	ethnology?
4.	 How	do	you	distinguish	between	qualitative	and	quantitative	methods?
5.	 Is	anthropology	mainly	a	qualitative	or	quantitative	discipline?
6.	 Do	you	think	that	participant-observation	keeps	the	anthropologist	too	far	away	


from	members	of	the	studied	community?
7.	 How	is	doing	ethnographic	fieldwork	different	from	writing	an	ethnography?
8.	 How	is	fieldwork	different	from	living	in	other	cultures?
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