MON 20/04 Class 1: 
What Is Anthropology, and Why Does It Matter?

0:00–1:00: PART 1 — FRAMING THE DISCIPLINE 

0:00–0:15 — 1.1 Welcome + Conceptual Orientation

1. Welcome
Good morning, and welcome to Anthropology Today.
This is a first-year introduction to anthropology, but I want to be clear from the outset that it is not simply an introduction to a list of topics, and it is not a guided tour through unusual customs, distant societies, or bits of cultural trivia. This course is really an introduction to a way of thinking; a way of approaching human life, relations, history, and lived experience. That is the real point of what we will be doing, and it is the primary reason the course has been designed as it has: to give you a critically engaged introduction to what anthropologists do, how anthropology became what it is, and why it still matters as a way of understanding contemporary social and cultural life. 

So, we are not going to treat anthropology as something you simply absorb and repeat back. We are going to treat it as a mode of inquiry: something historically formed, methodologically distinctive, and socially relevant.

2. What This Course Is About
The course moves through a series of key themes in social and cultural anthropology: kinship economy and religion, health conflict and migration, the Anthropocene ethics and human differences. But I want to stress that these are not boxes but lenses. They are ways into anthropology, not self-contained compartments. That matters because one of the most important things anthropology insists upon is that human life does not come to us in neat categories. Kinship becomes politics. Religion becomes law. Migration becomes race, bureaucracy, economy, and belonging. One of the underlying arguments of this module is that anthropological topics only make sense when we see how they are interconnected. The course is purposefully designed to in order to make this visible. 

So when I say the themes are lenses, I mean each topics gives us a way of focusing our attention rather than providing a single, sealed-off domain. We will return repeatedly to the fact anthropology asks how forms of life are connected, categories produced, and how ordinary experience is shaped by wider systems of power.

3. On Readings and Anthropology Today
A quick word on readings, because they are specifically structured into module design.
For this course, we are using recent articles from the journal Anthropology Today to guide and orient both the module and our day-to-day discussions. For each class there is a small selection of Anthropology Today readings. You are expected to choose one and come prepared to discuss it. 

The reason for this is deliberate. I do not want anthropology to appear as a historical archive of canonical thinkers, however important those thinkers and their arguments may be. Instead, I want you to encounter it as something ongoing, something inherently engaged in arguing with, revising, and responding directly to the issues of the present. Anthropology Today is especially useful here, because it is accessible without being simplistic, contemporary without being superficial, and public-facing without ceasing to be properly anthropological. It lets us see anthropology in action and motion. It also helps demonstrate one of our key ideas: that anthropology, like human life, does not stay within tidy boundaries. 

Moodle and the library reading lists also include a variety of other important texts. They are not there to overwhelm you. They are there to give you depth, background, and stronger points of departure for your assessments and for developing your own interests. These further readings are often classic texts. They are there to deepen and extend what we do in class, and to give you strong starting points for your assignments, not to suggest that you must master everything at once. Eriksen is the main overview text within that.  

4. Module Structure
As you know, the module runs intensively over four weeks, in three-hour sessions, three times a week. Most will combine lecture and discussion or seminar-based work. The overall movement of the course is from today’s introduction through key thematic areas to questions of method, ethics, and anthropology’s contemporary relevance. Importantly, Monday and Tuesday classes take place here, in person, while all Thursday classes take place online via the Teams link on Moodle.

Weeks 1, 2, and 4 mostly follow this structure. They are the weeks in which we move through the major lenses of the course to build our conceptual understanding of anthropology.

Week 3, however, is different, and intentionally so. Significantly, as the Monday of week 3 is a Bank Holiday, both the Tuesday and the Thursday class will be online that week. Don’t worry, I will remind you of this! More importantly, Week 3 is not a usual teaching week but rather includes Assignment One’s presentation component as well as a workshop on ethnographic methods applicable to Assignment Two. It is the point at which the course shifts from introducing you anthropology to asking you to use it. 

This difference matters. The module is designed so that the thematic and conceptual work of the first two weeks feed directly into your capacity to present anthropological thought, as well as to practise anthropological observation and analysis of your own.

5. Assessments
That brings me to the two assessments. The first assessment is a presentation. At its heart, this is about the genealogy of anthropological thought: how the discipline develops, how certain questions persist, how they are reformulated, and how different anthropologists speak to one another across time. Formally, you will present on two prominent anthropologists, one historical and one contemporary, and you will showcase one ethnographic study from each. This is not just “tell me about two scholars” but rather an exercise in tracing intellectual development, comparison, and disciplinary change.

The second assessment is an auto-ethnographic research assignment. This is anthropology in practice. You will carry out your own small piece of auto-ethnographic research based on one of the course themes and some aspect of your own everyday life. That means the course is not only asking you to learn what anthropology has said; it is asking you to begin doing anthropology yourselves. You will be supported in this through workshops on fieldwork, ethics, and analysis, especially in Weeks 3 and 4. 

So from the beginning you should understand the assessments as two connected forms of learning: first, understanding anthropology as a tradition of thought, and second, putting its methods into practice.

6. Final Orientation
One final point before we move on. Do not worry if, at first glance, the reading lists seem long or the themes wide-ranging. They are meant to be. This is a course about anthropology today, but it is also a course about why anthropology matters: because it connects everyday life to wider structures, contemporary issues to historical formations, and familiar experience to deeper questions of meaning and power. The breadth is part of the point. 
Now we begin the real question: What is anthropology?

0:15–0:35 — 1.2 Defining the Discipline

1. Opening the Question
Usually, this leads to a fairly predictable set of answers. People say: culture. Tribes. Evolution. Human behaviour. Difference. Sometimes: the past. Sometimes: bones and fossils, remote places, rituals and customs, or “how other people live.”

None of these are bad answers. None is wrong, per se. Most point toward something real. Anthropology does have to do with culture. It has had a long relationship to the study of human difference. It has certainly concerned itself with evolution, the past, human behaviour, and forms of social life that were once considered distant or unfamiliar. So we do not necessarily dismiss these answers. Instead I want to work through them, clarify them, and ask what kind of discipline can gather all these concerns together without collapsing into randomness or vagueness.

Because human life is diverse, anthropology is broad, but not in a vague or empty sense. It is not just a collection of topics but a way of thinking, comparatively and contextually, about human life, both in its enduring features and in its contemporary forms.

But this is not enough. No subject can be “about everything.” The real question is: what kind of approach or what ways of thinking and understanding hold all these things together?

2. Starting from Assumptions
Let us take our common answers seriously for a moment.
If someone says anthropology is about culture, that tells us they already sense that anthropology is interested in how people live, think, classify, relate, and make meaning.

If someone says tribes, that tells us something else: that anthropology’s public image has been shaped by colonial-era assumptions about who or what counted as properly anthropological. We will discuss this history directly later.

If someone says evolution, that points to one strand of our broader disciplinary interests, but it also tells us people often associate it with human origins — where we came from, how our life developed, what kind of species we are. 

If someone says human behaviour, that is useful too, though it needs refinement. Anthropology is not just describing behaviour or watching what people do. It is concerned with how action becomes meaningful, how practices are organised, how norms are produced, and how social worlds become intelligible to those inhabiting them.

If someone says difference, that is perhaps one of the most important starting points of all. Anthropology has long been concerned with difference, but not simply in the sense of collecting examples of variation; what Edmund Leach called “butterfly collecting”. Instead, it asks how difference is made meaningful, how it is lived, organised, and judged, and how it is created by or becomes entangled with hierarchy, power, and history.

And if someone says the past, again, that is not wrong. Anthropology does have a deep historical dimension. But for the socio-culturally informed, ethnographically-based orientation we take in this module, we focus more on the worlds people inhabit now and the assumptions that structure life in ways we often fail to notice. 

This is one reason we use Anthropology Today so deliberately: to show that anthropology is not a closed canon or an archive of dead debates, but an ongoing conversation with and about the contemporary world. So those first answers are useful. But they remain only partial.

3. What Anthropology Is Not
Before defining anthropology positively, it helps to say what it is not.
Anthropology is not travel writing, producing colourful impressions from elsewhere. It is definitely not “I went somewhere unusual and this is what I saw.”

It is also not the study of “primitive” societies. That language belongs to an older, deeply compromised history of the discipline, one entangled with colonialism, racial hierarchy, and social evolutionism. We will discuss this history later. For now, the key point is anthropology is not the study of people “outside modernity”. We will trace how the discipline has moved on from these older colonial assumptions toward more reflexive, critical, and publicly engaged forms.

It is not a catalogue of exotic customs. It does not exist to collect strange facts about what other people eat, wear, believe, or do, as though human life were a museum of curiosities.

And it is not cultural trivia. It is not accumulating amusing fragments about “how different societies do things differently.”

I stress this, because many introductions to anthropology often give students a series of surprising and exciting examples to focus on. But this is a problematic form of exoticism, and, no matter how interesting, interesting is not the same as analysis. For anthropologists, something only really becomes interesting when we ask what it means, what relations sustain it, what assumptions organise it, what histories shape it, and what larger social worlds it belongs to.

So anthropology is not about strangeness for its own sake. It is not interested in otherness or spectacle. It is as much about the commonplace and the mundane as it is the exotic.

4. Building a Positive Definition
So what is anthropology, then? At the broadest level, anthropology is the study of how human worlds are made, structured, understood and experienced.

That means it is the study of how human life is organised: how persons are made, relations are patterned, values become normal, institutions endure, meanings circulate, categories stabilise, and power works.

It is the study of meaning-making. Not meaning in some vague or decorative sense, but meaning as the condition under which actions, relations, obligations, and identities become intelligible. Why do certain things feel obvious? Why do certain arrangements feel natural? Why do some distinctions appear self-evident and others seem impossible? Anthropology asks such questions because it recognises that what people take for granted is socially produced.

It is the study of social relations. Anthropology is not interested in isolated individuals floating free from history and structure. It is interested in how people are constituted through kinship, labour, exchange, gender, religion, law, migration, institutions, and other, everyday forms of dependence and obligation.

It is the study of experience. Anthropology is concerned not only with systems, institutions, and categories, but with how life is actually lived and felt. It asks how people experience things like kinship, work, religion, illness, migration, and technology as part of everyday life. This matters because these are not abstract structures but rather things encountered, negotiated, and endured as part of people’s everyday lived worlds.

It is the study of difference. But not variation for its own sake. Instead, anthropology asks how difference is classified, experienced, governed, politicised, lived. It asks who has the authority to define what counts as normal and what counts as other.

And it is the study of power. This matters enormously. Anthropology is not only about how people make meaning; it is also about how some meanings become dominant, how some classifications become authoritative, and how some ways of life are naturalised while others are stigmatised, regulated, romanticised or excluded.

This is why anthropology can never be reduced to simply “the study of culture”. Anthropology is about human worlds in all their patterned complexity. It asks how those worlds are made, hold together, change, and are unequally organised. To put it another way, anthropology is concerned with the human condition, the nature of social life, cultural meaning, and the full diversity of the contemporary world.

5. First Conceptual Anchor: Holism
This brings us to the first major concept of the course: Holism. Holism is one of anthropology’s most distinctive claims. It means, quite simply, that no social phenomenon exists in isolation.

Anthropology assumes that if you want to understand any particular domain of life, you cannot treat it as self-contained. You cannot take religion on its own, or kinship or the economy on its own, as though each is a separate thing.

Why not? Because social life does not arrive in modules.
Kinship links to economy. Who inherits, who cares, who is responsible, who owes what to whom. These are never only “family matters.” They are also questions of labour, property, dependency, value.

Economy links to politics. Production, wages, land, debt, work, exchange. These are never purely economic facts. They are structured by institutions, law, governance, and struggles over power. Politics links to religion, environment to health, migration to law. This is why anthropology insists on relation, context, and connection. 

So that is why I want to make something explicit from the start: the repetition and thematic overlap in this course is intentional, because anthropology begins from the fact that life is interconnected. Let me put it as clearly as possible: social life is not modular, and anthropology refuses to isolate domains artificially. That is a basic principle.

And you will notice, as we move through the course, that readings also do not stay neatly within one theme. A piece that seems to be about kinship may also be about migration, morality, infrastructure, or the state. A piece that seems to be about environment may also be about colonialism, economy, technology, or religion. That is not a flaw but part of the anthropological point. That is why our themes overlap. The point is to make visible the connectedness of both anthropological thought and human life itself.

6. Holism as Defining Logic
So when I say the themes of this course are lenses, this is what I mean. The point is to begin to learn and put into practice a distinctively anthropological way of looking at the world: to ask what connects to what, what appears natural but is socially historically or politically made, what looks isolated but is actually relational, and what seems obvious until we make the commonplace strange enough to think about. 
And, always importantly, who benefits.

That is why holism is not just one concept among others but rather one of the primary organising principles of the whole discipline. It is also one reason we can move across a wide range of themes without fragmentation or disconnection. Coherence rests within living human lives and analysing those lives anthropologically.

So if someone asks you, what is anthropology?, you can steer them to this: Anthropology is the attempt to understand human life as meaningful, relational, historically shaped, and structured by power. And it begins from the refusal to treat any part of humanity as self-explanatory or self-contained.

From here, we move to the next foundational question: if anthropology is not about topics but how human worlds are made intelligible, what do anthropologists mean by the term “culture”?


0:35–1:00 — 1.3 Rethinking Culture

1. What Culture Is Not
Culture is one of the most important concepts in this module, and the entire discipline, but also one of the most misunderstood.
In ordinary speech, when people say “culture,” they often mean one of a few things. They might mean high art: literature, music, theatre, museums. They might mean heritage, like old buildings, national traditions, festivals or folklore. They might mean visible identity markers like clothing, food, or ritual. Or they might mean something static and bounded: the idea that each group simply “has” a culture, as though culture is a something that can be displayed, preserved, or packaged.

None of these capture how anthropology uses the term.
Culture is not just high art. It is not just what a society produces at its most “prestigious” levels, as this would make culture yet one more domain of the elite.
It is not tradition alone, as it cannot just be something handed down unchanged from the past, because human adapt all the time and very little goes unchanged.
It cannot be reduced to costume or other visible symbols like dress, cuisine, or spectacular event, because what about the rest of life? The mundane, the everyday?
And it is not static heritage. It is not just an object to be stored behind glass. It is part of all of us, it not just something belonging to other people from other places at other times.

So, culture is not something frozen or unchanging. Instead, culture incorporates a variety of evolutions and expressions, often in different ways for different people all at the same time. 
Indeed, “it” is not really even an “it” at all, as this implies that it is something to be bound, frozen, named and understood. 

And that is why, if we begin in these kind of definitions, we miss what anthropology is actually trying to get at. Because for anthropology, culture is not just what people display or do. It is what people live through, experience, argue over, adore.


2. Defining Culture
So what do we mean by culture?
At its most basic, culture refers to shared systems of meaning. It refers to the frameworks through which people make sense of the world, interpret action, recognise value, assign significance, and understand what is happening around them.

It also refers to moral frameworks. Culture helps organise ideas about what is right and wrong, proper and improper, admirable and shameful, normal and deviant, respectable and embarrassing. Very often, people experience these distinctions not as cultural at all, but as obvious facts about how one ought to behave. That is precisely why culture matters.

Culture is also made up of various interpretive logics. By this I mean the background assumptions that allow people to read situations, interpret gestures, understand intentions, and know what counts as sensible behaviour. If someone stands too close to you, interrupts you, avoids eye contact, or speaks in a certain tone, you interpret that. But that interpretation is never purely individual. It relies on a wider social grammar.

And culture always includes assumptions about what is “natural” or not. This is one of the most important points. Culture does not only shape what we think. It shapes what no longer appears to need thinking about. It makes some arrangements feel inevitable, self-evident, ordinary, normal, “the way things are”: “the way things have always been done” is a response anthropologists often get during fieldwork. And often, these taken for granted arrangements are oriented into naturalised hierarchies that position some things as above or better than others.

Culture is not a thing that a group simply has. It is something people are always making and remaking in everyday life. So it helps to think not just about culture as a noun, but about the cultural, a verb, by which I mean a process of how meanings are created, habits become normal, values get passed on, and ways of life change over time. This stops us treating culture as fixed or sealed off. Instead, it helps us focus on practices, relationships, and transformation, on what people do, how they live and why, as well as on how social life is continually reproduced and reshaped.

Clifford Geertz gave one of the most influential formulations of culture in anthropology when he wrote that “man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs” (Geertz, 1973, p. 5). What matters here is the insistence that human action is never merely behaviour. People act in worlds already saturated with significance or social meaning. Gesture, ritual, obligation, belief, exchange, speech, conflict. None of these come to us as raw facts. They are intelligible only within historically formed webs of meaning through which people recognise what they and others are doing. Culture, in this sense, is not a layer on top of social life but part of the medium through which every aspect of social life is ever meaningful in the first place.

Mary Douglas (1966) extends this by showing that meaning making is inseparable from wider social processes of classification. She states “dirt is essentially disorder” (p. 2), and again, “dirt is matter out of place” (p. 44). The point here is not about the literal substance, ‘dirt’ but rather that judgments of purity and pollution, or order and danger, reveal the underlying principles (Geertz’s “webs of significance”) through which all social worlds are fundamentally organised. What belongs, what does not, what crosses a boundary, what threatens order, what feels taboo or improper: these are never trivial but instead disclose a society’s underlying moral and symbolic orders. Culture, then, is not just about meaning in the broad sense but is also bound up with the categories, boundaries, and distinctions through which social worlds acquire shape and coherence.

This is why culture is such a powerful anthropological concept. It names something more serious than custom, style, or tradition as well as pointing to the ways in which different social lives are variously ordered, lived, and made intelligible. 

However, as with any concept or definition, culture also has its difficulties. As Eriksen notes, early anthropology often treated culture as “integrated, shared within the group, and bounded” (Eriksen, 2023, p. 15). The force of thinking like this is easy to see – it helps us to understand how meanings and so on are shared – but so is its limitation. Real social worlds are rarely neat, tidy, bounded wholes. They are internally uneven, historically unstable, and always marked by disagreement, hierarchy, mobility, and change. So, in this course, we do not treat culture as something that a group simply has (what we might call Culture with a Capital C), but rather as something lived, contested, and continually remade in and through everyday practice and interaction. The cultural.


3. Everyday Life
To make the discussion so far more concrete, let’s use what I have just said to think about some very ordinary things.

Why do we queue?
That may sound trivial, but it is not. Queuing is not a natural human instinct. It is a learned social form. It expresses assumptions about fairness, order, public conduct, and the management of shared space. In some settings, queue jumping is a minor breach of etiquette. In others, it is almost morally offensive. Why? Because what is at stake is not just standing in line but wider ideas about how strangers should relate to one another.

Why do we shake hands? Or, alternatively, why might we hesitate about shaking hands in some situations? Why does this gesture communicate greeting, civility, recognition, professionalism? Why does refusing it feel awkward or even insulting? The gesture itself is small, but what it does socially is much larger.

What about student debt? Why does that feel normal?
This is a particularly important example because it reminds us culture is not only about ritual, symbolism, or interpersonal habits. It is also about institutions. In many contexts, debt has been naturalised as the expected condition of entering adulthood, education, housing, or professional life. But there is nothing self-evident about this. Debt only feels normal because particular political and economic arrangements have become woven into wider moral assumptions about aspiration, responsibility, investment, the future.

Why is romantic love expected?
Why does it so often appear obvious that a meaningful adult life should involve a certain kind of future-oriented intimate pairing, one involving emotional disclosure and sexual exclusivity? Why do people feel pressure around coupledom, marriage, monogamy or particular family forms? Again, these expectations often present themselves as natural, personal, or universal, when in fact they are deeply historically and culturally patterned. 

Why are certain foods taboo?
Some foods evoke disgust, others evoke comfort, celebration, restraint, or moral unease. Why is that? Why do some people avoid eating animals they name and cherish, while others avoid other for religious, health, or purity reasons? Food is never just nutrition. It is always also meaning, memory, morality, identity, or distinction. 

Does privacy matter?
This too is culturally organised. What counts as private? Which parts of life are assumed to belong to the individual, the family, the state, the market or the public? Why should a bedroom, a phone, a diary, a body, or a conversation be protected? Different social worlds draw those lines differently, and those lines matter because they reveal assumptions about personhood, ownership, intimacy, freedom, and authority.

The reason for such ordinary examples is deliberate. Anthropology does not become relevant only when we are dealing with strange ceremonies, remote places, or visibly unfamiliar practices. It becomes relevant the moment we ask why our own arrangements feel self-evident. 
And this is the point of assignment 2.

One of anthropology’s distinctive habits is this: to make the familiar strange enough to think about and the unfamiliar intelligible enough to take seriously. Practices, values, and assumptions that usually pass unnoticed in our own lives then become available for analysis, while ways of living that first appear alien begin to make sense. 


4. What Feels Obvious
So let me ask you directly:
Why do some things feel obvious? Why does queuing feel proper, shaking hands feel recognisable, debt feel normal, romantic love feel expected, privacy feel necessary? The answer is not that they are simply rational, universal, or natural in themselves. They feel obvious because culture naturalises them.

That is one of culture’s most important effects. It makes historical arrangements feel timeless. It makes social norms feel intuitive. It makes contingent forms of life feel like though they could not be otherwise. And this matters because once something has been naturalised, it becomes harder to see as political, historical, or structured.

If student debt feels natural, we may stop asking what kind of social order normalises debt. If romantic coupling feels universal, we may stop asking how intimacy is culturally organised. If privacy feels self-evident, we may stop asking what sort of personhood or property regime that assumption belongs to.

In other words, culture is powerful not only because it tells us what to do, but because it makes much of life appear as if it does not even require explanation at all. And that is why anthropology does not and cannot stop at description, why it works so hard to work against the apparent obviousness of the world.


5. Making the Strange Familiar and the Familiar Strange
One of anthropology’s most distinctive habits is comparative. As Eriksen puts it, anthropologists often make “the familiar exotic and the exotic familiar through comparison” (Eriksen, 2023, p. 7) . This is not just a clever slogan. Instead, it gets at something quite fundamental about how the discipline works.

To make the familiar strange is to stop treating ordinary life as self-explanatory. Things that usually pass unnoticed (like queueing, privacy, romance and so on) begin to look less like natural facts and more like social arrangements. They have to be learned. They have to be maintained. They have to be underwritten by assumptions, classifications, and values that could have been otherwise. In that sense, anthropology begins when common sense is no longer enough.

To make the strange familiar is the movement in the other direction. It is the refusal to leave unfamiliar practices at the level of spectacle, dismissal, or easy moral certainty. Anthropology asks what those practices mean to the people who live them, what kinds of world they belong to, and what makes them intelligible within that setting. As Eriksen writes, “a society or a cultural world must be understood on its own terms” (Eriksen, 2023, p. 18) . That is the methodological force of what is called relativism. It is not simple moral endorsement of everything and anything, but rather the discipline needed to engage in understanding prior to forming judgement. Eriksen makes this explicit when he describes cultural relativism as “an indispensable and unquestionable theoretical premise and methodological rule-of-thumb” in any attempt to understand other societies (Eriksen, 2023, p. 18) .

What follows from this is important. Anthropology is not interested in difference as spectacle. Nor is it satisfied with listing customs or collecting examples of variation. Its deeper task is to ask how particular ways of life become meaningful, acquire moral force, come to feel natural, and get sustained through practice. That is why culture matters so much. It is a primary concept allowing us to move from surface description to analysis: from saying just what people do to understanding how social worlds are not only made intelligible and inhabited, but also lived unevenly while being continually remade.

And that is the point from which the next part of the lecture will follow: If anthropology asks us to make the familiar strange and the strange familiar, we also need to know how we learned to do this, as well as how this history shapes the knowledge we produce.


Break 1:00–1:10

1:10–2:00: PART 2 — A BRIEF HISTORY OF ANTH

1:10–1:35 — 2.1 Colonial Entanglements

1. Setting the Scene
To understand why anthropology has become what it has, we first have to place it in the world that produced it.
Anthropology emerged in the nineteenth century at the intersection of several large historical forces: European empire, industrial capitalism, liberal state formation, evolutionary thought, and scientific racism. This was a period in which European powers were extending their control across the globe, while also generating new forms of knowledge about the peoples they encountered, classified, and ruled. Human difference was not simply observed but measured, ordered, ranked, and treated as something to be scientifically known.

Stocking argues that early anthropology has to be understood within the intellectual world of Victorian evolutionism and imperial expansion. This was an era that was confident humanity could be studied comparatively and placed within evolutionary or developmental sequences moving from “primitive” to “civilised” forms, with the more “evolved” forms of Western European society placed “naturally” at the pinnacle (Stocking, 1987; 1991).

As such, this was an age deeply committed to classification. Peoples, languages, religions and political systems, customs and traditions, all these were gathered into comparative schemes and ranked in the belief that human diversity could be arranged into a single linear history of the evolution of “mankind”. Anthropology participated fully in this classificatory imagination, with its central questions being shaped by the assumption that societies could be analysed from outside, compared, ordered into types, then located on a common developmental scale.

Scientific racism formed part of the same intellectual and political field. Human populations were divided into supposedly “natural” “racial” groups and placed within hierarchies of intelligence, civilisation, and historical potential. Although anthropology did not originate those assumptions, the discipline developed within and contributed to a world in which racist classifications already had scientific prestige and political usefulness, with its use of and support for racial forms of classification getting woven into broader US-European efforts to order humanity, explain inequality, and legitimise imperial and colonial rule.

So the point is not just that anthropology has a colonial background. Many disciplines do. It is that all these discipline took shape within a world where empire, racial thought, scientific authority, and comparative classification were already mutually reinforcing. And these conditions then helped frame the type of questions anthropology asked, the kinds of difference it focused upon, the methods it used, and ultimately the authority it was given to speak about “other” peoples.


2. Early Anthropology as Classification
Much of early anthropology was driven by the ambition to classify and compare. If all human societies could be placed within a single history, then perhaps they could also be ordered into stages, types, or levels of development.

Edward Burnett Tylor is central here. In Primitive Culture, first published in 1871, he offered one of anthropology’s most famous early definitions of culture as “that complex whole” including “knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor, 1871, p. 1). This definition remains important, as it marked a major attempt to think about human life in learned rather than biological terms. But Tylor also treated so-called “primitive” peoples as survivals of earlier stages of human development. Culture here was therefore not only descriptive but historical and hierarchical. Difference was read as evidence of earlier phases of a universal developmental sequence.

Lewis Henry Morgan pushed this logic even further. In Ancient Society (1877), he set out one of the best-known evolutionary schemes of the period, according to which human societies advanced through the stages of savagery and barbarism towards civilisation (Morgan, 1877). These were not casual labels but instead carried a whole theory of history, in which technological change, family organisation, property relations, and political institutions were treated as markers of relative advancement. Societies were not simply different; they were positioned along a temporal ladder. Some represented the present or even future of humanity, while others were cast as living traces of its past.

James Frazer’s The Golden Bough belongs to the same broad comparative moment. Frazer was especially concerned with magic, religion, and myth, and his work sought to find large-scale patterns across an enormous range of materials (Frazer, 1890). Frazer shared the same confidence as Tylor and Morgan that social similarities and differences could be broadly compared in order to understand a general sequence of human development. Ritual and belief were not considered in terms of their local specificity but rather as evidence for a larger narrative about the linear advance of the human mind.

Early kinship studies also developed within this classificatory frame. Marriage systems, descent rules, inheritance practices, and terminologies of relatedness were collected and compared not just to describe social variation, but to reconstruct social evolution. Kinship became one of the first major arenas in which anthropologists tried to reconstruct social development from contemporary variation. In Morgan’s work especially, differences in descent, marriage rules, and kinship terminology were read not merely as local forms of relatedness but as evidence for wider evolutionary transformations in family structure, property relations, and political organisation (Morgan, 1877). Kinship therefore became not only a way of describing social life, but one of the main comparative fields through which broader claims about social transformations were made.

So what united these early thinkers was not an interest in human diversity itself, but rather a particular way of knowing diversity: by arranging it into types, stages, and survivals of a universal, evolutionary human history. Such comparison did not simply place societies side by side. It positioned them above and below one another, earlier and later, nearer and farther from the European present. This classification became one of the main ways anthropology first claimed authority over human difference.


3. Armchair Knowledge and the Imperial Archive
What early anthropology argued cannot be separated from how it produced its knowledge in the first place. Much of what nineteenth-century anthropology did was later called armchair anthropology. It relied heavily on second-hand sources from travellers’ accounts, missionary reports, and colonial administration records. Knowledge was produced at a distance. The anthropologist’s authority often rested not on long-term engagement with the people being described, as it would do by the mid-twentieth century, but on their ability to gather, arrange, and interpret reports produced by others.

The problem was not simply inaccuracy, though there was plenty of that. The deeper issue was epistemological. Early anthropology often assumed social worlds could be broken into traits, beliefs, customs, and institutions, and then compared. That certainly made comparison possible, but it also stripped away context. Local disagreement, historical change, and the uneven texture of everyday life were forgotten. Moreover, what reached the anthropologist was already filtered through the categories and concerns of missionaries, traders, and colonial officials, many of whom were not trying to understand people’s own lives, if they were trying to understand them at all.

This is where the idea of the imperial archive becomes important. Empire did not simply conquer and govern. It also generated large bodies of knowledge. Colonised peoples had to be named, mapped, classified, and described. Categories such as tribe, race, custom, and native law were often stabilised through administrative and scholarly practice rather than simply “discovered”. Anthropology both drew from that archive and helped reinforce it.

Anthropological knowledge did not arise in a neutral field. It took shape within colonial relations that structured who could travel, who could observe, who could record, who could publish, and who had the authority to classify others. That is the force of Talal Asad’s critical argument: that anthropology developed within a colonial world that shaped the very conditions of its possibility (Asad, 1973). What counted as anthropological “fact”, then, was therefore never simply collected from the world in raw form. It was produced through particular encounters, in particular languages, under particular relations of force. That is why Stocking insists that ethnographic knowledge has to be understood in relation to the contexts in which it is produced (Stocking, 1991).

So the issue with armchair anthropology was not merely that it lacked enough fieldwork. It was that distance could masquerade as objectivity, while the imperial conditions under which knowledge was produced disappeared behind the language of science and comparison. That is why the later shift to immersion and participant observation mattered so much. Anthropology did not simply revise its conclusions. It began to question the very conditions under which its claims to knowledge had been made.


4. Colonial Power, Race, and the Authority to Describe
Anthropology’s colonial entanglement lay not only in how it gathered knowledge, but in what its descriptions then did. To describe a population as tribal, customary, primitive, warlike, static, or bound by tradition is never simply to record social reality. It also places people within categories carrying real political and administrative consequences. Description helped turn complex, always shifting social worlds into fixed forms that colonial rule could recognise and rule.

Race was central to this. Scientific racism did not sit outside anthropology but formed part of a wider effort to classify humanity through apparently objective hierarchies of things like physical type, mental capacity, or civilisational and historical potential. Cranial measurement, racial typologies, and attempts to align language, biology, and culture all belonged to that same classificatory world. Their force lay not only in prejudice, but in the authority of science: hierarchy could present itself as fact.

Colonial rule depended on this kind of legibility. Populations had to be named, grouped, and explained; tribes identified, customs codified, leaders recognised, laws translated, and religious or kinship practices rendered sufficiently stable to be efficiently and effectively administered. What may have been situational, contested, or historically changing could thus come to appear settled and traditional.

Said (1978) shows how imperial knowledge described large parts of the world through categories already saturated with hierarchy and civilisational judgment. Anthropology often worked within that wider field of representation. The issue, then, was not only who observed whom, but who had the power to define what counted as tribe, custom, religion, law, or disorder.

Description could therefore stabilise the realities it claimed merely to observe. Categories hardened, identities were simplified, internal differences obscured, and changing historical worlds redescribed as ancient tradition. Anthropology’s central concepts were shaped through histories of comparison, colonial encounter, and disciplinary consolidation (Kuper, 1996; 2005). That is why anthropology’s colonial entanglement cannot be reduced just to personal prejudice or loyalty to empire. It lies just as much in the forms of deeper knowledge through which colonised peoples were made visible, intelligible, and governable.


5. Why This Matters
This history matters because it shaped the discipline from the start. Early anthropology did not simply contain outdated ideas that were later corrected. It was formed within a world structured by empire, racial hierarchy, evolutionary thought, and unequal authority over who could describe whom. Those conditions entered into its categories, its comparative habits, and its claims to knowledge.

What changed later was therefore not just a set of conclusions. More fundamentally, anthropology began to challenge earlier ways of knowing: the authority of distance, the ranking of societies, the treatment of other peoples as objects of classification rather than participants in shared social worlds. That is why this history cannot be treated as background. It is what makes the later transformation of anthropology both foundational and intelligible.


1:35–2:00 — 2.2 The Ethnographic Transformation

1. From Distance to Immersion
Twentieth-century anthropology did not simply abandon a few mistaken nineteenth century theories. It changed the very grounds on which anthropological knowledge was claimed. The earlier confidence that societies could be known through reports, archives, and comparative schemes increasingly gave way to the view that serious understanding required long-term engagement with people in the worlds they actually inhabited.

That shift was already visible in early challenges to speculative evolutionism and racial hierarchy. From the late nineteenth century on, German-born American anthropologist Franz Boas attacked the assumption that similar customs necessarily had the same meaning or historical origin, instead arguing for historical particularity, linguistic competence, and close empirical inquiry (Boas, 1896). What he critiqued was not only a particular theory of progress but the broader assumption that distant comparison could substitute for specific knowledge of particular lives, histories, and social forms. People could no longer be treated simply as examples of universal stages.

Once that move was made, methods had to change as well. If customs could not simply be lifted out of context, anthropology had to remain with the social worlds in which people’s practices actually made sense. Fieldwork emerged from this problem. Knowledge was to be grounded less in compilation than in presence: in living for extended periods with those one studies, learning the language, seeing how relations are enacted, and treating ordinary life as analytically serious rather than as mere background. The everyday became important not because it was ordinary, but because it was where institutions, values, hierarchies, and obligations are lived.

That was already a major intellectual shift. The object of anthropology ceased to be a storehouse of detachable customs and became a lived world. What mattered was no longer only what people believed in the abstract, or which institutions they possessed, but how relations were sustained, categories used, obligations negotiated, and their worlds held together from within. The move to fieldwork was never merely practical. It changed what anthropology was trying to know.

2. Fieldwork and the Reorganisation of Knowledge
Polish-born British anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski gave that transformation its classic formulation. In Argonauts of the Western Pacific, published in 1922, he wrote of the need “to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realise his vision of his world” (Malinowski, 1922, p. 25). This vision became canonical because it captured anthropology’s new ambition. Social life was no longer just something to be classified, but a world of lived meanings, obligations, misunderstandings, routines, skills, and relations.

The practices associated with this shift are now so familiar they appear almost obvious: long-term immersion, participant observation, language learning, and sustained attention to everyday life. But 100+ years ago, they mattered because they changed what counted as evidence. Earlier anthropology often worked with statements about custom, law, kinship, or belief. Ethnographic anthropology increasingly took seriously what people did as well as what they said, what they assumed rather than declared, what they left unsaid, improvised, or only made visible over time. Or, “What people say, what they do, and what they say they do are three entirely different things”, as is attributed to American anthropologist Margaret Mead. In this way, social life could no longer be reduced to explicit rules or detachable institutions. It had to be approached as practical, embodied, and relational.

This is why ethnography cannot be understood as a method added onto theory after the “real” intellectual work has been done. Our concepts themselves are formed through encounter. What kinship means, how exchange works, why authority holds, what moral obligation feels like or what ritual does; these do not become intelligible through summaries alone. They have to be understood through involvement in social situations and repeated exposure to the ways people inhabit their own categories. Duration matters because first impressions are rarely enough. The significance of a gesture, a refusal, a silence, or a routine is often only clear once it is seen to recur under different conditions.

A related shift was the refusal to dismiss other peoples’ beliefs as irrational. British social anthropologist E.E. Evans-Pritchard showed that belief in things like witchcraft or spirit entities had to be understood as part of coherent moral, social and religious worlds (Evans-Pritchard, 1937). That was an important claim, one stating that if beliefs are to be understood anthropologically, they cannot simply be judged true or false according to the standards of the analyst or their background but rather understood in their own terms; that is, through the forms of life in which they are embedded, the situations in which they matter, and the practical problems they seek to mediate or address.

This is one reason anthropology increasingly moved away from becoming a natural science of society in any simple sense. Interpretation, context, and understanding came closer to the centre of the discipline’s self-conception (Evans-Pritchard, 1951). Not because anthropology became anti-empirical, but because it was an empirical seriousness requiring different kinds of evidence and explanation. The question was no longer merely what institutions exist, but how worlds are made meaningful and lived.


3. Writing, Authority, and Partial Knowledge
Fieldwork did not resolve the problem of anthropological authority, however. It only changed where that problem appeared. Once anthropology grounded itself in immersion and encounter, it could no longer imagine that merely being somewhere guaranteed transparent knowledge. Ethnography is the written and analytical account produced through sustained fieldwork. This means it is not simply a record of what the anthropologist saw, but an interpretation of social life built from long-term engagement, observation, conversation, participation, and the attempt to understand how a world is lived from within (Eriksen, 2023). 

Because of this, ethnography does not deliver the world in raw form but produces a edited written account of it. What appears in that text is shaped by selection, framing, translation, omission, sequencing, tone, and genre. Even the richest field notes do not become a book. Some scenes are chosen, particular voices foregrounded or backgrounded, internal contradictions are organised, all while the analyst’s own ideas enter at every stage. Writing is therefore never neutral but part of the making of knowledge.

Decolonisation, feminist anthropology, postcolonial critique, and a growing unease about the way the tone and framing of ethnographic writing made the anthropologist themselves disappear meant that, by the 1970s, the role of the anthropologist in process of knowledge making became harder to ignore. Ethnographic texts could no longer be treated as transparent, independently authoritative windows onto other lives but rather as specific types of written account whose authority depended on particular conventions of voice, rhetoric, and representation (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). The point was not that ethnography was fictional, or reality inaccessible. It was that mid-twentieth century anthropology often concealed the anthropologist’s own intellectual labour behind an impression of objective cultural completeness.

Once that illusion is dropped, several consequences follow. First, the relation between field experience and ethnographic writing becomes more complex. The fieldworker does not simply collect reality and then report it. They interpret, organise, and translate. Second, the claim to represent “a culture” or “a people” becomes much harder to sustain. No fieldworker encounters an whole social world. What they encounter are relationships, situations, arguments, routines, silences, exclusions, and the necessarily partial perspectives of those with whom they spend time. Third, the anthropologist’s own position can no longer be treated as irrelevant to the knowledge produced. Presence in the field is itself situated, uneven, and shaped by age, gender, class, race, language, nationality, access, and the forms of trust or suspicion available within that setting.

Paul Rabinow made this visible by showing that fieldwork is often marked by misunderstanding, dependence, negotiation, and asymmetry of relations rather than detached observation (Rabinow, 1977). Renato Rosaldo’s own critique pushed in a similar direction: he noted that the analyst’s own position and experience are never external to interpretation, but a fundamental part of it (Rosaldo, 1989). Once this was recognised, ethnographic authority could no longer rest on a fantasy of complete distance or total knowledge.

The concept of culture itself therefore came under pressure. Earlier anthropology often wrote about cultures as coherent wholes: internally shared, bounded, and relatively integrated. Later critiques showed how easily that style of writing could flatten contradiction, obscure hierarchy, and turn people into sealed collectivities. To write about culture too smoothly was to erase fractures, disagreements, power differences, and historical movement. That is why the 1980s critique of culture mattered so much. As Lila Abu-Lughod argued, the point was not to abandon anthropology’s central concepts, but rather to stop their false wholeness and coherence from preventing deeper analysis of the unevenness, inequality, and motion of everyday social life (Abu-Lughod, 1991).

This does not mean the ethnographic turn failed. Instead, it meant that doing ethnography properly simply became more demanding. Presence was no longer enough. Authority had to be earned not only through immersion, but with reflexive attention to the conditions under which it was produced. Anthropology did not move beyond ethnography. It deepened its understanding of what ethnography entails.


4. Relation, Ethics, and Consequence
Once anthropology recognises that knowledge is produced in and through relations, ethics can no longer be treated as external. Fieldwork depends on access, trust, hospitality, translation, refusal, and, always, unequal power. Anthropological knowledge is produced with and through others, not extracted from them as though we are objective outsiders. That matters because representation is never neutral. To write about others is to enter into questions of voice, authority, consequence, and accountability. Who is being represented, under what conditions, and for whom? Whose categories shape the account? What gets amplified or disappears? What does publication do to the people and worlds it claims to describe?

These are not secondary anxieties that appear only when research is complete. They arise from the very structure of ethnographic knowledge itself. If the anthropologist depends on relationships to know, those relationships cannot be treated as instruments. They are part of the conditions of knowledge. This is why representation has consequences: not because ethnography is necessarily ethically compromised, but because the transformation of lived relations into published knowledge is never without consequence.

That is also why anthropology and ethnography cannot be disentangled. Ethnography is not simply the practical stage that happens before theory begins. It is the condition under which anthropological claims become possible at all. Concepts arise through encounter; interpretation emerges through relationships; writing is part of knowing. The discipline changed because it came to recognise this more clearly. That recognition did not weaken anthropology but made its strongest work more reflective about its own conditions, limits, and responsibilities.

We will return to the ethical implications of this more explicitly later in the course. For now, the key point is simple: once anthropological knowledge is understood as relational, representation can no longer be considered consequence-free.


5. What Changed
The major transformation, then, was not from prejudice to sympathy or error to truth. It was from distance to immersion, compilation to encounter; from arranging human difference at a remove to trying to understand social worlds through everyday language, practice, relation, and writing. That made anthropology far stronger. It also made the discipline much more aware of the partiality of its own descriptions, the force of its representations, and the ethical demands of its claims.

What emerged is the version of anthropology we take seriously: ethnographically grounded, historically reflexive, alert to power, and unwilling to separate method from theory, description from consequence, or research from ethics.


Break 2:00–2:10

2:10–3:00: PART 3 — ANALYTICAL FOUNDATIONS, CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE

2:10–2:15 — 3.1 Why “Anthropology Today”
We have now defined anthropology as holistic, historically reflexive, ethnographically grounded, and concerned with how human worlds are actually lived. This means that anthropology is not interested in isolated topics or abstract theory on its own, but in the relations between things: between everyday life and wider structures, between local worlds and global processes, between inherited concepts and present conditions.

Anthropology Today sits at the centre of this course because it lets you see anthropology working on the present. It shows contemporary anthropologists taking concepts with long histories in the discipline, things like culture, kinship, migration, religion, inequality, and so on, and putting them to work on the pressing questions of the present. In that sense, the journal helps us connect the history of anthropology to what anthropologists are currently researching, writing, and arguing about.

That matters because this course is organised as a way to see how anthropological ideas travel within the world now: how they illuminate crises, sharpen public debate, and help make sense of social life in motion. Anthropology Today is especially good for that because it shows anthropology in a form that is intellectually serious but outward-facing. It makes visible a discipline that is actively engaged with questions of everyday life and ordinary experience.

So our focus on this journal is about more than just supplying us weekly readings. It helps situate what we study in the present. It also shows something important about anthropology itself: that it is dialogic. Anthropologists respond to one another, revise concepts, test inherited ideas against changing conditions, and intervene in debates beyond the discipline. And it is this version of anthropology I want to foreground.

Anthropology Today may give you a way of seeing how anthropology works in the present, but to read it well and understand it deeply, you also need a clearer sense of the discipline’s core analytic habits. Therefore, this course will keep returning to a small set of core analytical commitments that help organise anthropological thought. These are relation, context, power, and representation, and each of which is a core part of what makes anthropology distinct as a way of understanding contemporary human life.


2:20–2:40 — 3.2 Core Analytical Commitments
1. Relational Thinking
We began with holism earlier: the insistence that no part of social life can be understood adequately in isolation. Kinship links to economy, religion to politics, migration to law, technology to identity. That point still connects here, but relational thinking asks something more specific. It asks not only how different domains connect, but how persons, actions, values and concepts are themselves formed by and through relations, rather than somehow existing independently first and then only entering human social and cultural life afterwards. 

Relational thinking begins from the idea that persons, actions, and values do not exist in isolation. They are always formed in and exist through webs of relations. Anthropology is therefore interested not only in what people are, but in the ties, obligations, dependencies, and social worlds through which they become who they are. That is one reason the discipline so often resists the assumption that the autonomous individual is the obvious starting point for social analysis. In many social contexts, personhood is not bounded, self-sufficient, or prior to social life, but is rather made up through combinations, situations, and constituted through connection. 

This is one reason exchange became so important in anthropology. As we will see later in the course, Marcel Mauss showed us that a gift is never just an object moving between two already complete individuals. It creates relationships of obligation, relation, and moral consequence; to give, receive, or reciprocate is to enter a particular social bond (Mauss, 1990). This point is not limited to gift exchange. Care, debt, inheritance, dependence, friendship, and hierarchy all show that social life is made in relations, and that relations are never merely external links between pre-existing selves. They shape what persons can be, what they owe, how they belong, and how they are recognised.

This matters for the whole course because understanding this changes where anthropology begins. We can no longer begin from isolated individuals making private choices and then ask what society does to them afterwards. Instead we must begin from fields of possible relations: from ties of kinship, obligation, exchange, dependence, authority, care, and belonging. That is the narrower sense in which anthropology is always relational, and it is one of the ideas that will be especially important when we turn next to kinship and personhood tomorrow.


2. Context and Relativism
Earlier, I also introduced relativism as anthropology’s refusal to leave unfamiliar practices at the level of shock or dismissal. Now we have to define it more precisely. Relativism is anthropology’s commitment to contextual understanding: the insistence that any and all practices, values, and institutions have to be understood within the social, cultural, and moral worlds that make them intelligible.

Although this is an ethical position, the importance of relativism is always epistemological before it is ethical. Without relativism, analysis would mistake its own assumptions for neutral standards. It would approach other peoples’ institutions, beliefs, and practices as though they were self-evidently transparent, then judge them by the analyst’s categories, categories often belonging to a different historical and social world. Relativism interrupts this by insisting that explanation must begin from context rather than from premature evaluation. The point is not to admire difference, still less to suspend moral judgment altogether. It is to avoid replacing understanding with projection. Anthropology does not ask whether a practice fits our own expectations, but what makes it sensible, compelling, obligatory, or troubling within the world in which it is lived.

That changes what anthropology does with examples. A food taboo, for instance, is not just an odd prohibition. It becomes evidence of a classificatory and moral order. Why should one animal be edible and another inedible? Why should the same substance be pure in one setting and polluting in another? These are not random preferences. They are often tied to distinctions between clean and unclean, sacred and profane, human and animal, self and other, proper and improper. That is the force of Douglas’s argument: that ideas of purity and pollution reveal an underlying logic of order and boundary-making, not just irrational fear or inherited superstition (Douglas, 1966). Once you see this, the point of relativism becomes clearer. It is what allows anthropology to move from “this seems strange” to “what system of meaning makes this intelligible?”

The same applies to marriage norms, for example. Anthropology does not begin by measuring them against some assumed universal model of intimacy or freedom. It asks what kind of kinship system, property regime, inheritance structure, gendered division of labour, or moral expectation particular practices belong to. A marriage form that looks restrictive or incomprehensible when isolated may look very different when placed in the context of household organisation, descent principles, land inheritance, familial obligation, or social reproduction. Relativism therefore does something very specific: it keeps explanation tied to the world that produces the practice. It refuses the false clarity that comes from lifting institutions out of context and judging them in a vacuum, even less judging them with our own morals.

That is why relativism matters so much in anthropology. It keeps explanation tied to the worlds that make practices intelligible, and allows anthropology to compare ways of life without stripping away the differences that make those comparisons worth making.


3. Power
Power enters anthropology the moment we ask a further question: not only what a practice means, but who has the authority to define that meaning, whose categories prevail, and whose account of the world counts as normal. Anthropology is interested in power because social life is never organised by meaning alone. It is organised through unequal capacities to classify, regulate, authorise, and enforce. Who decides what is proper? Who chooses what is civilised, backward, healthy, deviant, legal, or dangerous? These are never just political questions. They are also always questions about how social worlds are ordered and, importantly, whose way of ordering becomes dominant.

That matters because power does not only appear in spectacular forms like conquest, censorship, or coercion. It often works through the ordinary and mundane. It works through institutions and bureaucracies, professional languages and development schemes, educational norms and media narratives, as well as everyday assumptions about who belongs where, why, and under what terms. A category can look descriptive while doing important social regulation. “Illegal migrant,” “at risk child,” or “non-compliant patient” do not just describe people but organise how institutions act towards those people. Similarly, a distinction can seem natural while quietly distributing inequality, value, legitimacy, and stigma. “Modern” and “traditional,” “healthy” and “unhealthy,” “citizen” and “migrant” may sound like simple contrasts, but they carry hidden hierarchies of worth, normality, and belonging. This is why anthropology is so attentive to naming and classification. To call a population tribal, a practice traditional, a body abnormal, or a belief irrational is never only to describe. It is also to place, rank, contain, and govern it, as well as to attribute it some form of value.
 
This is one reason it was important to discuss anthropology’s colonial history. Colonial power did not only seize territory. It classified populations, codified custom, named tribes, racialised difference, and translated complex social worlds into simple administrative categories. The point is not only that colonialism was violent, though of course it was. The point is that power worked through the authority to decide who was “a people”, what counted as law, who was “the chief”, and what forms of life are normal, governable, or deficient. Knowledge never sits outside power. The authority to name, classify, and describe is part of the way things are governed (Asad, 1973; Said, 1978).

Power is also never only a matter of empire, colonialism, or the state. It also operates in the more ordinary settings of the local and everyday. It is present wherever some actors have more capacity than others to define reality, impose categories, and secure compliance. A family, a clinic, a school, a workplace or church; these can all be sites where classifications become consequential. Anthropology does not treat power simply as domination from above but instead asks how power is lived, negotiated, justified, embodied, resisted, and made ordinary. It asks how people come to inhabit categories that shape them, how they contest them, and how apparently neutral institutions carry moral and political force.

So power, in anthropology, is not one topic among others. It is a standing question that runs through the whole discipline. Every time we ask how a norm becomes normal, a distinction becomes authoritative, a category begins to govern lived reality, or some voices acquire the right to define others, we are really asking about power.


4. Representation
Representation matters because anthropology does not only encounter social worlds; it describes them, names them, and helps make them intelligible. Description is never neutral. The words used to classify already organise what can be seen, said, and understood about it, as well as what kinds of response are possible. A population can be described as traditional, vulnerable, deviant, indigenous, extremist, modern, at risk. None of these are purely descriptive. Each carries assumptions about what kind of people are being described, how they fit into the world, and what should be done about them.

That is why representation is not just a matter of style or wording. It is an analytical problem. A description can stabilise a category that was previously fluid or make a group seem more unified than it is. It can turn a historical condition into a cultural essence or make a political problem look like a matter of habit, custom, or belief. Once that happens, the description starts changing the world. It can shape policy, justify intervention, organise public opinion, or make inequality appear normal. The issue is not whether a description is accurate in a narrow sense, but that representations help shape what becomes visible, intelligible, legitimate, and actionable.

This matters well beyond anthropology. States, media and schools, development agencies and humanitarian organisations, legal systems and digital platforms, these all depend on representations of the people they govern, assist, regulate, exclude, protect, or fear. Categories like “illegal migrant,” “at-risk child,” “deserving refugee,” or “radicalised youth” do not merely sort people. They help organise how institutions act, what kinds of intervention become possible, and what kinds of subject those people are taken to be. A distinction can seem merely descriptive while already distributing value, legitimacy, and stigma. “Modern” and “traditional,” for example, often operate less as neutral contrasts than as quiet rankings. “Citizen” and “migrant” or “healthy” and “obese,” work in much the same way. The descriptive surface remains, but under it sits moral and political ordering and values.

Anthropology treats representation as part of the reality it studies, not just as a secondary question of wording. The way people are described can smooth over internal differences, make contingent identities appear fixed, and present changing social worlds as though they were stable and self-evident. Once that happens, description begins to do political work. It can make a group seem naturally coherent, make inequality look cultural rather than historical, or turn a contested situation into something that appears settled and knowable. That is why representation matters so much: it shapes not only what is said about a world, but what that world is allowed to look like in the first place (Abu-Lughod, 1991; Said, 1978).

So representation is not something that appears only after the real analysis has been done. It is part of analysis from the beginning. If anthropology produces knowledge, then it also has to ask what kind of realities that knowledge helps to make more stable, more visible, or more governable.

5. Summary
These four commitments gives the course its basic analytical orientation. Relational thinking asks how persons and practices are formed through ties, obligations, and dependencies. Relativism keeps explanation tied to the worlds that make practices intelligible. Power asks who gets to define, classify, regulate, and normalise. Representation asks what descriptions do once they begin to circulate. Put together, they show what anthropology is for today: not a collection of isolated facts about different peoples, but a way of analysing how worlds are made, lived, contested, and described.


2:40–3:00 — 3.3 Why Anthropology Matters
1. Why Anthropology Matters Now
And anthropology does matter now, I would argue, because contemporary problems are never only technical, administrative, or self-explanatory. They are also lived, interpreted, moralised, and contested. That is where anthropology is especially valuable. It does not force a choice between everyday experience and large-scale structures, between culture and politics or meaning and power. It insists all these belong together.

That holistic insistence is built directly into how I designed the course. The themes move across things like migration, religion, inequality, and ethics because anthropology does not treat such matters as separate domains. It asks how crises and institutions are lived in practice, how categories become authoritative, how ordinary life is organised, and how wider historical forces enter intimate worlds. Anthropology matters now because many of the problems that shape contemporary life cannot be properly understood if cut off from the worlds in which they are lived. Climate crisis is never only environmental. Race is never only identity. Development is never only economics. Violence is never only a single event. Anthropology keeps those issues attached to history, meaning, relation, and power, and that is what makes its so necessary.

That is also why Anthropology Today matters. It shows anthropology working on the present rather than simply reflecting on its own past. The articles you will read do not treat contemporary issues as abstract policy problems. They show how migration, religion, infrastructure, inequality, listening, visibility, and everyday life are bound up with moral worlds, institutional power, colonial history, and lived experience. In that sense, anthropology matters now not because it is fashionable, but because it remains one of the disciplines best able to connect what appears immediate to the larger processes making it possible.


2. Contemporary Problems, Anthropological Questions
So what are some of these problems? Migration is an obvious place to begin, because it makes anthropology’s strengths especially visible. Migration is never just movement from one place to another. It also includes issues of kinship obligation, labour, legality, race, aspiration, memory, and the unequal distribution of mobility itself. Borders do not simply separate territories; they sort persons, value documents, assign risk, and produce categories like citizen, migrant, refugee, expatriate, or illegal immigrant. Like all labels, these are never neutral. They shape belonging, suspicion, entitlement, and vulnerability. Anthropology asks how those categories are lived as well as imposed, how they are linked to colonial histories and labour systems, and how movement is experienced not only as policy but as duty, danger, waiting, debt, hope, and exclusion. Castel’s (2025) Anthropology Today paper on Dominican bateyes makes this point clearly: migration in this context cannot be detached from race, work, colonial legacy, and everyday forms of marginalisation.

Nationalism and racial inequality raise closely related questions. National belonging is rarely a simple legal fact. It is narrated, embodied, policed, and repeated through schools, public symbols, language, bureaucracy, and everyday assumptions about who naturally belongs and who is marked as out of place. Racial inequality works in similarly ordinary and institutional ways. It is not only an issue of prejudice or offensive ideas. It is sedimented in housing and policing, labour markets and health systems, education, media, and infrastructure. Anthropology is particularly useful here because it keeps asking how large classifications become lived reality: how race is made social, nation becomes intimate, exclusion is normalised, and hierarchies are reproduced through apparently routine practices rather than dramatic acts of domination.

Climate crisis and pandemic response reveal another strength of anthropology: its refusal to treat scientific or technical questions outside their social worlds. Climate change may be measured scientifically, but it is lived through inequality, responsibility, sacrifice, memory, development, and differential understandings of the relationships between human and non-human life. Who is asked to adapt? Who is blamed? Whose way of life is treated as sustainable or disposable? Anthropology asks how environmental crisis is moralised and distributed, how it is experienced locally, and how histories of extraction and dispossession shape what is now a universal planetary emergency.

Pandemic response made a similar point in a compressed and global form. Public-health measures never entered a neutral field. They were interpreted through trust and distrust, religion and working conditions, household composition, media, class, fear, and prior relations to state authority. Some people could isolate; others could not. Some were protected; others remained exposed. Some were praised as responsible citizens; others were treated as dangers, burdens, or failures. Anthropology helps show that even where the epidemiology is clear, the lived reality is never socially uniform. Measures, classifications, and risks are always mediated by unequal worlds of labour, care, mobility, and obligation.

AI and digital life provide another example. It is easy to speak of digital systems as if they are technical innovations. Anthropology asks what kinds of personhood, labour, authority, visibility, and social relation they reorganise. Algorithms sort, rank, recommend, flag, predict, and increasingly govern access to resources, information, work, and attention. These processes are not only technical. They are also moral and political. They build assumptions about risk, relevance, normality, productivity, and trust into infrastructures that then act back upon people’s lives. Ride-app systems, platform labour, biometric identification, digital surveillance, online intimacy, these are all anthropological problems because they are lived through ordinary routines, unequal power, and culturally specific ideas about things like convenience, efficiency, safety, and selfhood. The Anthropology Today materials already point in this direction through work on ride-app infrastructures, digital dating, and similar cases.

Economic precarity works in much the same way. It is not simply an abstract economic condition. It reorganises family lives and aspirations, care, mental health and housing, intimacy and imagined futures. Debt is not just a financial instrument; it is lived as pressure, postponement, hope, shame, compromise, and discipline. Uncertain work does not only affect income; it reshapes kinship obligations, time, mobility, social reproduction, and what kinds of futures can be imagined. Anthropology matters here because it keeps asking how large-scale processes such as austerity, inflation, welfare reform, and precarious labour enter everyday life and become part of ordinary moral worlds. 

What ties these examples together is not simply that anthropology has an opinion about them. It is that anthropology keeps the issues attached to the worlds in which they are lived. It asks how apparently technical problems are saturated with meaning, power, relation, and history. It asks how public crises become intimate experience. And it asks how classifications that look neutral organise reality differently for different people.


3. What Anthropology Makes Possible
That is why anthropology matters now. It allows complexity to remain visible without dissolving into vagueness. It exposes otherwise common sense assumptions. It connects everyday life to wider historical and political structures. It shows that crises are never only managed but interpreted, moralised, and lived. And it keeps open the likelihood that what seems natural or inevitable is probably historically produced and therefore open to challenge.

This is where holism returns with full force. Migration is not just people moving. Climate crisis is not just hotter weather. Pandemic response is not just medicine. Each also includes issues of morality and fear, authority and embodiment, kinship and classification, aspiration and belonging, and, perhaps most importantly, unequal power. Anthropology matters because it refuses to cut those connections apart.

To study the present anthropologically is therefore not simply to add “culture” onto issues that are basically political or economic. It is to recognise that the political, economic, moral, social, and affective are always already entangled. Anthropology begins when what feels natural is recognised as historical, relational, and political, and when explanation starts from that recognition rather than from assuming the world explains itself.

That is the orientation this course takes. Anthropology is treated here as holistic, historical, relational, ethnographically grounded, reflexive, and publicly engaged because those are the qualities that make it capable of analysing the world now. The task is not only to understand what anthropology has been, but to use it to think more clearly about the lives, crises, and forms of power that shape the present and, therefore, the future.


4. Summary
What today has tried to do is establish anthropology not as a list of strange topics or distant peoples, but as a distinctive way of thinking about human life. We began with the claim that anthropology is holistic: that no part of social life stands alone, that all parts of human life are always deeply entangled. We then turned to culture, not as costume, heritage, or surface difference, but as the systems of meaning, classification, and practice through which these social lives become intelligible and liveable. From there, we placed anthropology within its own history: a discipline shaped in part through empire, comparison, and racial hierarchy, but also transformed through fieldwork, ethnography, and later critiques of authority and representation. Finally, we drew out the core analytical commitments that will structure the rest of the course and used them to show why anthropology still matters in the present.

If there is one thread running through all of that, it is connectedness. Anthropology keeps insisting that persons are not self-explanatory, that practices do not exist in isolation, and that what looks natural is almost always social, historical, and relational. That is why kinship is where we go next. Kinship is not about family in the narrow sense. It is one of the oldest and most important ways anthropology thinks about connection itself: about how persons are made through relation, how belonging is organised, how care and obligation are structured, and how ideas of selfhood vary across social worlds.

So tomorrow, we begin here, by looking at kinship, connectedness, and relationality to unsettle two of the most powerful assumptions of modern common sense: the idea that the individual is universal, self-contained, and prior to social life, and that the family is a heterosexual couple with children. Anthropology has long shown that neither personhood nor family can be taken for granted as universal forms. That is where we begin next.
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