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What is it to be rational? It's something prized highly in scientific fields, politics and economics. Rationality is using evidence to back up our beliefs and behaviours. In this powerpoint, I'm going to look at the different views on rationality in anthropology and at an ethnographic example of a group's beliefs and the way that their rationality has been understood. 
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In anthropology we are trying to understand different cultures and this can challenge our beliefs and the beliefs of others. We are often trying to communicate what one group thinks to another and if we only look at them with our worldview we will not treat them fairly. Some people say that anthropology is like translating culture, that would mean that as when we translate language we need to understand the culture we are translating from before we can communicate what is being said.
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Can we translate culture? It varies so much and each particular variable could be interpreted differently. Some anthropologists think that we can only describe what's going on in another culture and that each person will interpret this differently. There is evidence (the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis) that shows that our language affects the way we think. For example the Hopi Native Americans have different tenses depending upon when they found out about a piece of information and they can recall this detail much more quickly than an English speaker because it is a feature of the language in which they think. Many people believe culture to be similar: a social system which is all around us and so governs the way we think. Durkheim called these "social facts" and Evans- Pritchard said that they create a "group coherency" providing members of a group with a shared worldview. 
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In the past the theory generally accepted in the humanities and sciences was Lucien Levy Bruhl's idea that thinking was either rational or irrational. You either believed in magic or understood science and this caused a power imbalance between anthropologists and the people they studied. This played a part in the role of anthropology as the "handmaiden of colonialism" because this beliefs gave reasoning for thinking that the European powers were superior to other nations because they had the backing of scientific knowledge. Anthropologists have started looking at rationality differently since then and the approach, called cultural relativism, saying that as every culture is different their behaviours are rational only when looked at in the context of their values and ideologies.
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For the Azande who are an agricultural group living in Northern central Africa, Witchcraft is an important factor in many events, it is the way in which they account for unfortunate coincidences. Anyone could be a witch and they accept that people may practice witchcraft subconsciously. For them it is a way to explain why a particular event happens. For example: if a man is attacked by an elephant he may have been cursed for why should it be that a particular man, on a particular day  is attacked by a particular elephant? They don't believe that the elephant is a witch; witchcraft is not an explanation of how something happened by of why. 
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The Azande believe that witchcraft comes from a substance called mangu which is found in the stomach, mangu can be inherited. It only works over short distances so most witchcraft accusations are made between neighbours or family.  The Aande men may have multiple wives and sometimes jealousy has been believed to cause one wife to use witchcraft on another, making her ill.
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Oracles are used to settle important matters amongst the Azande, for example in a trial an oracle may be called upon to conclude a case. Some examples of these are: the poison oracle (Benge) in which poison is administered to a fowl and the question is asked demanding that the poison kill the fowl if the answer is yes and the wood rubbing oracle in which two rounded pieces of wood are rubbed together and whether they stick or not determines the answer. The most important oracles such as Benge the poison oracle or the wood rubbing oracle can only be used by specialist practitioners if not the answers are unlikely to be valid. Other oracles can be used by anyone. The termite oracle, in which two sticks are placed in a termite mound (one for "yes" and one for "no") and in the morning whichever stick has been eaten the most gives the answer is one of these.
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One of Pritchard's important pieces was on how the Azande's witchcraft beliefs make sense to them. This was an important step in his anthropological research, looking at how these beliefs function in everyday life. For us a shelter collapsing whilst people were underneath is an accident, the structure was eaten by termites and people were sheltering from the midday sun. To the Azande the same is true but they do not assign this to accident. Of course the shelter would fall down because of the termites but why did it do it at that moment? Here, witchcraft gives a cause to the coincidental misfortune, something to blame. 
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In Evans-Pritchard's work his statements imply that although he can contextualise the Azande's witchcraft beliefs he believes that they are not scientific as European modes of thought are. Peter winch is very critical of this, saying that the Azande's beliefs are not intended to prove anything but more to find answers. Winch writes that in the same way that we do not understand the Azande's use of oracles they would struggle to grasp the engineer's connection with a spirit level but in each case these are the tools used to determine the next course of action. Thus, Winch argues, Evans-Pritchard is not objective and is interpreting their beliefs through his belief that scientific knowledge is superior to so called"mystical knowledge". This also brings up the case for cultural relativity, to understand what is going on we need to be looking at beliefs from the perspective of those in the group not as an outsider or a superior. 
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Glossary 
1. Animism- This is a belief system that attributes humanity or divinity to natural objects such as plants and animals or natural phenomena such as storms or the sun.  
2. Cultural relativism - This is an ethical position arguing that, because all cultures are different, we can only understand and evaluate them  by looking at their own values and ideologies.  
3. Ideology - A set of ideals that characterise a society’s beliefs and affect its social structure. 
4. Cosmology- A group’s beliefs and assumptions about the ways in which the world works, what created it and how it began.  
5. Magic- Beliefs that include supernatural powers and procedures to manipulate them. 
6. Totemism- This is when a person or a group of people are believed to have a link with an object, plant or animal and it is seen to symbolise them. Levi Strauss, in his book Totemism (1962), argued that it was a means of classification, distinguishing groups from one another.  
7. Ritual- A pattern of activities with intentional symbolic meaning for the community in which they are practised. These are often part of processes for negotiating change such as funeral rites or the rites of passage that often mark a passage from childhood to adulthood. 
8. Immanent critique- This is a critical technique seeking to put cultural behaviours, beliefs, rules and systems into context and then search for contradictions within the society. 
9. Classification- The human behaviour that puts objects, concepts and relations into categories which allow us to think about the world. 
10. Logic- A pattern of thinking based on informed reasoning. 
11. Emic data -Data which that comes from the perspective of a native to the group under study. 
12. Etic data - Data which comes from the perspective of a non-native to the group being studied. 
 
Chagnon, N. (1968), “Myth and Cosmos” in Yanomamo: The Fierce People, New York, Holt, Rinehart and Winston 
In his ethnography of the Yanomami, the American anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon devotes the third chapter to the yanomami cosmology, their myths about how the world was created and the part they play in it. The Yanomami believe that there are four layers of the world, only two of which they can communicate within, the human level and the spiritual level. For the Yanomami, communication with the hekura spirits is an important tool with which they can impact the world. They take the hallucinogenic drug ebene to communicate with spirits that are making people ill or to send spirits to harm their enemies. This is their medicine and their way of communicating with ancestors, they must be trained to perform these rituals. However, for Europeans this seems irrational, our worldview does not allow for spirits to affect the material world and we would put this down to the effects of the hallucinogens that they take. For an anthropologist this is an interesting case study to apply relativism to. Chagnon, doesn’t hide his opinions calling some characters “downright hilarious” (P.93) and thus one might question his objectivity in recounting these stories.  
 
 Ryle, J. and Singer, A. (1981), Witchcraft among the Azande, Granada TV,      Disappearing world, Found at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rmug_qvO15        Date accessed: 16/11/18 
       In this documentary the filmmakers look at the Azande tribe and the ways that   they conduct divinations with oracles to solve issues. There is one formal issue and one informal one looked at closely in this film. The formal issue, a case of adultery, was brought before the chief and resolved by the consultation of Benge the poison oracle. The other was an issue of family illness and trying to find the cause, this case used three different oracles and eventually accused a woman of witchcraft for which she was to apologise and spit out a mouthful of water for her victim. There was also some discussion of religion, as christianity has been adopted by many Azande, and how it goes alongside the witchcraft beliefs as they continue. These depictions of the procedures used by the Azande allow the viewer to try and interpret how it must be to live in that world, however, there was little other context about Azande life shown and so perhaps the viewer can’t really see these beliefs in context.  
 
 Shweder, R.A. (2009), Disputing the Myth of the Sexual Dysfunction of Circumcised Women: An Interview with Fuambai S. Ahmadu, Anthropology Today, Vol.25, No.6, pp.14-17 
In this article, Shweder an American cultural anthropologist, writes up his interview with the Anthropologist Fumbai Ahmadu who is well known for her research into female circumcision practices. They discuss the conceptions that many people have of these ritual practices. In Britain and America female circumcision is labelled “Female Genital Mutilation” and Ahmadu disputes this label she explains that in Sierra Leone, where she underwent her own excision and initiation in the Kono tradition, it is seen as “synonymous with women’s power” which is very different to our idea that it is a form of oppression. She explains the beliefs around it and the parallel rite of passage that young males undergo in the Kono community. She reiterates that neither female nor male sexuality is opressed by this ceremony, on the contrary it is the beginning of a person’s “adult sexual status” and the initiates are able to discuss sexual behaviour in this period. She cites medical studies implying that circumcised women are not in more danger of complications in giving birth and are not unable to enjoy sex. This article is a good case study for rationality because it shows that a practice that we might view as violent is seen very differently by the people who perform it. The limitation for the argument is that it doesn’t seem to look objectively at the opposing arguments or at the other communities where variations of this ritual are practised. This means that the arguments presented can only be reliably applied to the Kono population and not other groups who practice female circumcision within which it might be viewed differently. For me, this case reiterates the need to avoid holding my own beliefs as the only rational ones and to try and contextualise behaviours that I see.  
 
Viveiros de Castro, E. (2013), The relative native, HAU Journal of Ethnographic Theory, Vol.3, Issue.3, pp.469-471 
In this article the Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, who conducted the majority of his research with groups in the Amazon, puts forward the point that anthropologists often approach the groups they study as people with less knowledge than them. He believes that this creates a power imbalance. As the relationship between the researcher and the group “is one of meaning or, when the anthropologist’s discourse aspires to be Scientific, a relation of knowledge” (P.474) we should treat their knowledge as a constituent of our own and view it to be equally valid for philosophical thought. Castro is very clear that the Amerindian “animism” beliefs, though they are seen to be a “mental state” are “more specifically, an interpretive convention (Strathern 1999a: 239)” that involve the people “personifying objects of knowledge, thus turning thought into an activity” (P.490) they are a way of living not just of thinking.  He explains that all of us are natives somewhere and all humans are anthropologists in some way and that if we overcame these labels, we would probably create more valid understanding of other people. He uses the writings of other authors such as Latour, Wagner and Strathern to add to his points. The only limitation of this article is that it doesn’t use ethnographic examples other than the Amerindians but as it is mostly theoretical, I would say that is up to the reader to use this manner of thinking and apply it to their own examples and research. This is what I intend to do. In looking at rationality in anthropology, I think it important that I do not feel that I come from a position of superior knowledge to the groups I’m looking at and that I can “experiment” (P.484) with my own beliefs by understanding another’s.

Winch, P. (1964), “The Reality of Magic” in Understanding a Primitive Society, American Philosophical Quarterly, vol.1, No.4, pp.307-324 
In this article Winch is reacting to writings by E.E.Pritchard on Witchcraft amongst the Azande suggesting that Pritchard sees their witchcraft as an important factor in their lives but feels it is subordinate to his “scientific knowledge” because it has no bearing on “reality”. It is not scientific because their witchcraft oracles are not testing a hypothesis. Winch argues that this is not the purpose of the oracles that they are for deciding a course of action and not testing a concept. He is not saying that Pritchard should admit to the existence of witches but rather that he should not take his “scientific knowledge” to be more grounded in reality because, after all we construct our own realities; “Logic fills the world : the limits of the world are also its limits.” (P.313). If we each are rational in different ways, then our worldviews are also limited in different ways. This is similar to the theory that Viveiros de Castro puts forward that an anthropologist shouldn’t see “native” views as subordinate to their own.
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Do other cultures actually think differently? Can we really understand another culture?







Can we translate culture? It varies so much and each particular variable could be interpreted differently. Some anthropologists think that we can only describe what's going on in another culture and that each person will interpret this differently. There is evidence (the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis) that shows that our language affects the way we think. For example the Hopi Native Americans have different tenses depending upon when they found out about a piece of information and they can recall this detail much more quickly than an English speaker because it is a feature of the language in which they think. Many people believe culture to be similar: a social system which is all around us and so governs the way we think. Durkheim called these "social facts" and Evans- Pritchard said that they create a "group coherency" providing members of a group with a shared worldview. 
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The Sapir-whorf hypothesis explains that the languages we speak affect how we think. Does our culture do the same?
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In the past many philosophers and anthropologists believed that groups either thought Logically or Primitively, Scientifically or Mythically.

This kind of thinking creates a power imbalance between the researcher and the people they study.

Nowadays many anthropologists advocate a culturally relative approach.





In the past the theory generally accepted in the humanities and sciences was Lucien Levy Bruhl's idea that thinking was either rational or irrational. You either believed in magic or understood science and this caused a power imbalance between anthropologists and the people they studied. This played a part in the role of anthropology as the "handmaiden of colonialism" because this beliefs gave reasoning for thinking that the European powers were superior to other nations because they had the backing of scientific knowledge. Anthropologists have started looking at rationality differently since then and the approach, called cultural relativism, saying that as every culture is different their behaviours are rational only when looked at in the context of their values and ideologies.
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For the Azande who are an agricultural group living in Northern central Africa, Witchcraft is an important factor in many events, it is the way in which they account for unfortunate coincidences. Anyone could be a witch and they accept that people may practice witchcraft subconsciously. For them it is a way to explain why a particular event happens. For example: if a man is attacked by an elephant he may have been cursed for why should it be that a particular man, on a particular day  is attacked by a particular elephant? They don't believe that the elephant is a witch; witchcraft is not an explanation of how something happened by of why. 
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The Azande are a group living in central Africa. They are well known for their beliefs in witchcraft, which were studied in depth by Evans Pritchard.
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Witchcraft comes from a substance called Mangu which is found in the stomach near the liver.

It can be passed on from parents to children.

It only works over short distances.





The Azande believe that witchcraft comes from a substance called mangu which is found in the stomach, mangu can be inherited. It only works over short distances so most witchcraft accusations are made between neighbours or family.  The Aande men may have multiple wives and sometimes jealousy has been believed to cause one wife to use witchcraft on another, making her ill.
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Oracles

In order to answer important questions and settle issues, the Azande use various different oracles. 

Examples: The poison oracle (Benge) in which poison is administered to a fowl and the question is asked demanding that the poison kill the fowl if the answer is yes. 

The termite oracle in which two sticks are placed in a termite mound (one for "yes" and one for "no") and in the morning whichever stick has been eaten the most gives the answer.









Wood Rubbing Oracle

Benge





Oracles are used to settle important matters amongst the Azande, for example in a trial an oracle may be called upon to conclude a case. Some examples of these are: the poison oracle (Benge) in which poison is administered to a fowl and the question is asked demanding that the poison kill the fowl if the answer is yes and the wood rubbing oracle in which two rounded pieces of wood are rubbed together and whether they stick or not determines the answer. The most important oracles such as Benge the poison oracle or the wood rubbing oracle can only be used by specialist practitioners if not the answers are unlikely to be valid. Other oracles can be used by anyone. The termite oracle, in which two sticks are placed in a termite mound (one for "yes" and one for "no") and in the morning whichever stick has been eaten the most gives the answer is one of these.
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How is this rational?
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Witchcraft "provides them with a natural philosophy by 

which the relations between men and unfortunate events 
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Pritchard's work tried to explain to the reader that, in the 

context of Azande life, witchcraft is a normal factor, one to 

which many events can be referred. 
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Witchcraft "provides them with a natural philosophy by which the relations between men and unfortunate events are explained and a ready and stereotyped means of reacting to such events." (Evans Pritchard, 1937 ,P. 63)

Pritchard's work tried to explain to the reader that, in the context of Azande life, witchcraft is a normal factor, one to which many events can be referred. 





One of Pritchard's important pieces was on how the Azande's witchcraft beliefs make sense to them. This was an important step in his anthropological research, looking at how these beliefs function in everyday life. For us a shelter collapsing whilst people were underneath is an accident, the structure was eaten by termites and people were sheltering from the midday sun. To the Azande the same is true but they do not assign this to accident. Of course the shelter would fall down because of the termites but why did it do it at that moment? Here, witchcraft gives a cause to the coincidental misfortune, something to blame. 
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Evans-Pritchard and relativism

Although in his work Evans-Pritchard explains how witchcraft is effective in everyday life for the Azande, there are still criticisms of his work.

Academics such as Winch have criticised his use of terms such as their "meagre scientific knowledge" and his statements which allude to his belief that witchcraft has no bearing on reality. 







In Evans-Pritchard's work his statements imply that although he can contextualise the Azande's witchcraft beliefs he believes that they are not scientific as European modes of thought are. Peter winch is very critical of this, saying that the Azande's beliefs are not intended to prove anything but more to find answers. Winch writes that in the same way that we do not understand the Azande's use of oracles they would struggle to grasp the engineer's connection with a spirit level but in each case these are the tools used to determine the next course of action. Thus, Winch argues, Evans-Pritchard is not objective and is interpreting their beliefs through his belief that scientific knowledge is superior to so called"mystical knowledge". This also brings up the case for cultural relativity, to understand what is going on we need to be looking at beliefs from the perspective of those in the group not as an outsider or a superior. 
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Anthropologists need to build their 

knowledge with the knowledge of the 

people they are studying and not feel 

superior.
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So, what can we learn?





Rationality is relative. If your worldview doesn't contain something your logic can't rationalise it. 

"Logic fills the world : the limits of the world are also its limits." (Winch, 1964, P.313)

Anthropologists need to build their knowledge with the knowledge of the people they are studying and not feel superior. 
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What is it to be rational? It's something prized highly in scientific fields, politics and economics. Rationality is using evidence to back up our beliefs and behaviours. In this powerpoint, I'm going to look at the different views on rationality in anthropology and at an ethnographic example of a group's beliefs and the way that their rationality has been understood. 
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In anthropology we are trying to understand other people and how they see the world and create shared understandings. To do this an anthropologist needs to try and look at things from other people's perspective and not only their own.







In anthropology we are trying to understand different cultures and this can challenge our beliefs and the beliefs of others. We are often trying to communicate what one group thinks to another and if we only look at them with our worldview we will not treat them fairly. Some people say that anthropology is like translating culture, that would mean that as when we translate language we need to understand the culture we are translating from before we can communicate what is being said.
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