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Using key themes from at least 3 GDAT debates, critically consider the value of anthropological knowledge in today’s rapidly changing world.
Introduction
This essay attempts to consider the value of anthropological knowledge using the key themes of Difference, Relations, and The Past identified in several of the GDAT debates between 1989- 2017 (GDAT, 1989, 1990, 1992, 1995, 1996, 1999, 2008, 2017). It interrogates the title, “What is meant by value?” “Who ascribes such value?” “What is anthropological knowledge?” “What do we mean by a rapidly changing world?”

The themes will be explored within the context of the Anthropology of Food, a sub-specialism for anthropologists that is growing at a similar rate to the issues arising in the food industry globally. The essay comments on how anthropology has responded to globalisation and concludes with an assertion that anthropological knowledge is essential in the discourse of today’s changing world. It also questions whether it is actually possible to ascribe value to anthropological knowledge because value is a quantifiable expression and I posit is a term that is incongruous to qualitative data.

Rapidly Changing World
There are many ways to evidence a rapidly changing world. Technological advancements are some of the most significant contributors. Social media sites facilitate communication between opposite ends of the earth at the touch of a button, have created new social groups and a new expectation of instant responses, no matter where in the world you are. (EASA, 2015). Travel between countries in the Global North and South has become cheaper and safer. To coin a phrase, the world is shrinking. Not only do tourists and businesses now interact with ‘other’ worlds, they adopt those different cultures and their customs for their own. Migration has affected youth culture, religion, language and lifestyles across the planet. The family unit, long held as the place of stability, security and guidance is no longer assumed (Eriksen, 2006), and responsibility for education and emotional support is diverted to schools and institutions.

Paradoxically, our rapidly changing world sees unprecedented interest in cultural diversity running hand-in-hand with globalisation and cosmopolitanism with many individuals and groups attempting to preserve their unique identity (EASA, 2015), wanting to belong and yet be different. 

The effects on the planet of this explosion of movement and growth is astronomical. The graphs in Appendix A clearly show the near-linear growth rate of a range of indicators from population growth to paper consumption, from pollution levels to extinction of species and rainforest losses. The significance is not just of the changes per se, but the rate at which these changes occur, with all figures rising exponentially after about 1950. 

During the last twenty years, there has been an enormous international effort to research and understand these changes, not just physically, but the effects on global society too. The rate at which knowledge itself is generated follows the same exponential curve. Sandle states, “The rate at which knowledge is becoming available is doubling every 12 months and on a curve predicted to rise even faster. The world is changing and we could soon struggle to make sense of it all” (Sandle, 2018) Figure 2 evidences this trend.

Anthropologists’ work, along with other scientists’, is valuable in exploring issues of urbanisation, technological advancements and problems in sustaining populations as well as addressing pollution and especially in understanding humanity’s response to global crises. Anthropologists with their ethnographical approach are best placed to ‘make sense of it all’.
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Figure 2  Buckminster Fuller's Knowledge Doubling Curve, with post-1982 addition by IBM

Value
Before defining ‘value’, I examine a definition of anthropology. “The study of people throughout the world, their evolutionary history, how they behave, adapt to different environments, communicate and socialise with one another... concerned with … social aspects” (RAI, 2019). The bold words illustrate how anthropology is a part of the discourse regarding a changing world. The words in italics show how the key themes of Difference and Relations and The Past are fundamental for anthropologists. 

In order to recognise the value of something, one must consider who is ascribing that value. Whose anthropology is it? (Swancutt and Mazard, 2016) There is a motion that anthropological knowledge is not shared widely enough and therefore not appreciated by any other than anthropologists themselves (Kurtz, 1999). Academics are reluctant to broadcast and distribute their work without royalties and there are many occasions when anthropologists have stated that their work is only for themselves. This demonstrates an exclusive attitude and acknowledges that nobody else values or even accesses their work. “They [anthropologists] are routinely passed by in public discussions of the great questions of social life” (Ingold, 2011, p.243)

Rosenberg declares that we live in a “collaborative, knowledge-sharing society… The growing interconnectedness of individuals, teams, and organizations creates great opportunities for knowledge to be discovered, distributed widely, and enhanced by groups of people who, in the past, might have worked independently and perhaps been left in the dark” (Rosenberg, 2017). Anthropologists in the past often worked alone, and I suggest that they have been too slow to adapt to the fast pace of knowledge-sharing. Only when they become more visible, will their expertise realise its full value.

Anthropology is different. Its questionable position as a science or a humanities subject, actually it is both, focuses on relational concepts, and because this is not a tangible object, then in our increasingly materialistic world, people are not interested in hearing what anthropologists have to say. That is, until now. 

There is evidence that anthropology as a discipline is beginning to follow the trend of increased popularity. Due to the massive upheavals experienced in climate change, pollution, health epidemics, and technological innovations that few can keep up with, people are at last beginning to wonder what is going on, ie. why is this happening? We as a species have created such rapid change and we are not happy with the results yet do not know what to do about it. I posit that the anthropological question is being heard more  - online, in business, in schools, in the street, everywhere. What is it to be human? What is it that affects young people’s mental health when they spend hours online gaming? Why are more people being encouraged to take a walk outside during their lunch break? In our increasingly sedentary lifestyles, what is missing, and fuelling dissatisfaction, a sense of insecurity, ill-health? (Falck, 2018). The value of anthropological knowledge is coming to the fore and more and more people are asking anthropological questions (Bruce, 2007, p.102-126)

Anthropological Knowledge
Anthropological knowledge is acquired often by ethnographic study of The Other by participant observation. Anthropologists use specific tools in their research. Their work results in “a certain style of knowledge building on the universal workings of intersubjectivity” (Descola, 2005). More than ever before, the skills and knowledge of anthropologists are in demand. Knowing cultures as they do, knowing differences as they do, knowing about the influences of the past and the transmission of habits (ritual and routine), anthropologists are key facilitators in understanding relations ie. what it is to be human, and how humans might respond to all manner of stimuli in the world around them. 

The Value of Anthropological Knowledge
Anthropologists observe, record and know about the huge changes in our world today. However, the stereotype of anthropologists heading off to far-flung ends of the earth to discover new tribes and cultures remains. Indeed, according to Hutnyk, “If anthropologists have remained only the sad publicists of disappearing worlds, then we have done nothing more than, at best, cheer at the side-lines of globalising capital”(Hutnyk, 1999). Anthropologists still carry out field work in remote areas. The impression from other disciplines is that this research focusses on an insignificant group of people and that the knowledge gleaned from such studies cannot possibly be relevant to today’s global problems. Rosenberg asserts that “we must always be vigilant to recognize what knowledge is still valuable and what needs updating” (2017). Anthropologists know this.

The discipline is now seeing a rise in popularity and anthropological voices are speaking from all areas of our contemporary, turbulent world. Anthropologists are moving with the times because they see, hear and feel those changes more than any discipline. This is because their work dips into virtually every area of living. Ethnographic studies now ensue on cultures and societies in the backyard, down the street, in the neighbouring town, as well as further afield as before, all the while curious about the new and integrated cultures that are forming. “As that world changes, so the people, the academics and their relationship change and so too must the nature of the discipline” (Wade, 1997, p.2)

That said, in a world where statistics are depended on to justify action, the qualitative research of anthropologists cannot be emblazoned in fancy graphs and charts to prove any point, and I believe this is one of the reasons why other disciplines and the public do not value anthropological knowledge quite as readily.

Key themes

1. Difference

The theme of difference appears in many of the GDAT debates. The anthropologist’s work is primarily a focus on difference. The Other is studied. In 1993, the debate explored the theme of difference with its antonym, the same, regarding cross-cultural aesthetics. Power imbalances highlighted differences in the 1995 debate on advocacy and in 2017 on racism. Human rights were expounded in 1999, with comparative language highlighting them-and-us scenarios, thus elucidating difference. How difference affects the food industry is a specialism for anthropologists. 

With global travel becoming more widespread, different ingredients, dishes and flavours are enjoyed in the country of origin and brought home. With globalisation, more exposure to ‘foreign’ foods merges food cultures.  In the UK for example, curries, sushi and pasta are no longer exotic items on the dinner plate. The upside for this is a celebration of inclusivity and diversity, with ingredients and menus suiting equally the tastes and preferences of many ethnic groups. However, to satisfy demand for such a range of options, the supermarkets drive prices down, dictate supply and exacerbate pollution by racking up food miles, increase plastic packaging and automate production in the name of economic efficiencies – all of which affect personal health and well-being of customers, staff, producers and manufacturers. Every one of these issues is studied by anthropologists.

The range of products on our supermarket shelves whatever the time of year, presents choice as avarice. There is a demand for varied and sometimes rare ingredients from far-away to replicate the flavour and tastes of a sojourn elsewhere. In order to have choice, there is difference. Brooks et al explores how strategies are being developed to influence choice, how people are being nudged (2016, p.155) toward healthier eating. Strategies however, that focus on the global issues of the nation’s health and environmental considerations do not sway consumers as much as the bodily receptors of taste and satiation (ibid., p.163). It is this sort of anthropological knowledge that informs producers and retailers regarding their marketing policies and buying decisions.

Pottier contends that difference in the form of domination and injustice, appear frequently in “anthropological literature on food and agriculture” (Pottier, 1999, p.4) and he recognises that anthropologists can “alter conventional ways of viewing change” (ibid., p.6), presenting a “need to consider how so-called ‘local-cultures’ reshape the so-called ‘external’ structures.” He cites examples of anthropology playing a major part in debates and discussions on policies and agricultural problems in food security (ibid., p.8). 

Big businesses demand intense farming and larger profit margins. Who but anthropologists, will notice these conglomerates’ ‘selective visibility’? Women who needed to grow, and could only grow yams in Kenya, were not heard (Pottier, 1999, p.2, p.197) until the anthropologist did what anthropologists do… learn with the people studied and see their world-view. Whilst I am not a proponent of advocacy per se by anthropologists, I am convinced that their work should be visible and accessible and essentially inform policy makers and leaders.

Anthropologists are in a unique position to be able to discuss difference without question. Hutnyk (1999) proclaims, “Consider the absurdity, even the racism or exoticism, that is implied when it is said that group X are ‘different’… Yet, anthropologists have always found fame and justification in being the advocates of difference.” Difference must be understood, transparent and respected. For this reason, others should value anthropological commentary on difference.


2. Relations

Hutnyk (ibid., 1999) links the theme of Difference to the second theme in this essay, Relations. “…difference is a relation, not a property of any person, group or culture.”

Relations are changing, not just between humans, but between humans and non-human animals, between humans and the environment, between humans and the whole cosmos they have created. Stanford University’s definition confirms the relevance of anthropology to the debate of global change and the theme of relations. “As anthropologists we largely focus on changing human relationships the world over and throughout time.” 

The theme of relations plays a significant part in the GDAT debates: In 1989 the motion posits that society is obsolete – what is society but a network of power and relations (Peel, 2003); the invention of relations is critically assessed in 2010; and together with the theme of difference, power imbalances are examined that of course impact on relations in 1999 debating human rights, advocacy in 1995 and racism in 2017.

Relations exist and grow in communities, in family units, in neighbourhoods, in business and workplaces, outdoors or indoors, locally and globally. Humans are social beings. Of note and particularly regarding the environment, relations exist between humans and places, things, and other animals. Connections and meanings form relations and the fast-past developments in technological advancements have to date, pushed relations to a different dimension. Personal contact is no longer solely about physical presence. Daily exchanges that may have relied on our animal instincts to communicate accurately (voice – pitch, speed, intonation, plus body language), are often misunderstood nowadays. Online forums, use of texts and image manipulation, threatens to compromise friendships and damage relations. Anthropologists study The Other, not necessarily being human as with the Ontological Turn. (Viveiros De Castro, 2004, p.80)

The Anthropology of Food explores the physical, biological, phenomenological and cultural significance. Studies linking the Actor Network Theory (ANT) with foodstuffs clearly explore the relations involved in the production and consumption of food. Coles (2013) critiques the Monmouth brand in an ethnography of coffee. He does not focus on the mechanics of production necessarily but looks at the ANT and therefore the relations that constitute the coffee. The ethnography presents how this makes the author, and consumers feel. Of significance in this study, is the author’s commentary as the participant observer. I am reluctant to use the terms interpretation or explanation as neither captures precisely what anthropology does. However, the paper concludes with a reimagining of Monmouth Coffee that prompts further consideration and reveals a different truth about its authenticity. Anthropological knowledge is this - a prompt for reviewing knowledge and an opportunity to assimilate that new knowledge and inform the way we proceed to view those same situations or people or objects anew.

It is the anthropological lens that furnishes our understanding of the networks that create a food product or bring it to the stores. For example, O’Connor’s astute portrayal of gathering seaweed in Wales and marketing it versus Nori in Japan prompts a realisation that the products are virtually the same. As anthropology makes the strange familiar, so it can also make the “invisible visible” (O’Connor, 2016, p.25). O’Connor posits that it is necessary to “go beyond the visible to the invisible” in order to fully explore the commodity chain and understand more about how “culture shapes consumption” (ibid., p.30). If therefore, the World Health Organisation (WHO) or the NHS in the UK for example, want to address the nations’ health through dietary changes, then an anthropological understanding of culture is paramount.

3. The Past

The 1992 GDAT debate explored how the past becomes us, or some might say it doesn’t! (Feeley-Harnik, 2003, p.175) The past is no longer, it is not now, it is something else. Therefore, it is other. Anthropologists study The Other. The three themes explored in this essay are interdependent. The past is different. Difference is a Relation. Relations highlight difference. Change is a comparable expression, what was different about the past and has changed now to be present. Throughout this essay, by focussing on change, the past never goes away. “The public continues to explain the past—their own or others—in terms of the present.” (Lowenthal, 2003, p.169). People use the past to inform the present as anthropologists know.

Anthropologists value their work yet as Pottier states, “Anthropology’s voracious appetite for self-questioning is unrivalled” (Pottier, 1999, p.1). Anthropologists use the past to question ideas, but only to learn from them. They may question methodologies, but only to better them. They may question theories, but only to develop them. Reflexivity wraps up the key themes of difference, relations and the past into an anthropological triangle. 
Assigning Value

Cordain identifies food and its devastating effects on the environment as a global crisis. “The negative effects of the standard western diet on human health and on the terrestrial environment are among the most pressing concerns of the twenty-first century” (Cordain, cited in O’Connor, 2016, p. 15). The Anthropology of Food is a growing subset of anthropological study and as such, the discipline is responding to the global crisis that Cordain describes. The task of considering the value of anthropological knowledge in this field however is complex. In the UK (although also a pattern across the Global North), differences are manifest in societal changes that have whisked through established norms so quickly that many householders are unaware of being swept up by them. 

Value is only ascribed once it is accessed, in the same way that the value of a vintage car is nothing unless it is sold. An item is only worth what someone is prepared to pay for it and nobody knows what that is until it is up for auction. A value can then soar if more than one person wants it. The corollary is that anthropological knowledge can only be of value if someone wants it. The question I pose is whether a value can be ascribed to knowledge – surely it is more about how that knowledge is used, rather than valued? 

“…anthropology is uniquely a knowledge for the 21st century, crucial in our attempts to come to terms with a globalised world, essential for building understanding and respect across real or imagined cultural divides,” (EASA, 2015).

“Let us not stand by idly by”(Hutnyk, 1999), like the vintage car that is owned and not sold, its value not realised. Let us anthropologists engage with our subjects, our sponsors, our colleagues but let’s add other disciplines to the list. Let’s add global leaders, policy makers, entrepreneurs, activists, campaigners, business leaders, students, parents, children. I maintain that it is not possible to ascribe value to anthropological knowledge. The EASA refers to “That which cannot be measured” (EASA, 2015) If the language is changed however, its significance can be realised and should read, How is anthropological knowledge used to inform policy decisions? What aspects of anthropological knowledge influences change? What does anthropological knowledge contribute to the discourse on food security and dietary change? 

Conclusion

This essay critically examines how anthropology has responded to the exponential changes in our world. Examples are given that help to illustrate this in the context of food anthropology. The key themes of Difference, Relations and The Past identified in the GDAT debates are interrelated. References to ethnographies on these themes are cited. Anthropologists have always been reflexive learners, adept at comparing and considering different views, yet have not been present on the world stage in discourses on which they present (Ingold, 2011). It can be argued that anthropological knowledge is not valued by anthropologists themselves because of their reflexive nature, always looking to the past and questioning their own effectiveness. I posit that value is not an appropriate word to ascribe to anthropological knowledge because to do so is disingenuous. 

Anthropological knowledge, like knowledge of the past, is still being discovered and understood.  Globalisation has merged cultures, and anthropologists are best placed to identify unique traits within a growing homogenous society that paradoxically preserves difference. By broadcasting the relations between people, places and things, anthropological knowledge is used, shared, sought and appreciated. This knowledge can and should inform leaders and decision-makers across the globe. It is incongruous that anthropological knowledge is fundamentally about relations, and yet anthropologists have only recently begun to develop relations with the people who want that knowledge. They are playing catch-up, although nearly there. They are adapting and becoming noticed. It is vital that the knowledge and expertise that anthropology acquires, becomes shared foci for global decisions, and creates opportunities to reimagine solutions to some of today’s rapidly growing problems.
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Appendix A:   GLOBAL CHANGE AND THE EARTH SYSTEM (Steffen et al 2004)
The Great Acceleration
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Planetary Response
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