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Introduction

Teaching a full anthropology curriculum in a small department is often daunting.  It is not surprising, then, that teaching the four sub-fields in a one-person department might seem nearly impossible, especially if the courses the lone anthropologist offers must be interdisciplinary in order to attract students from a number of fields.  But this is what I have been asked to do for the last 17 years at Simon’s Rock College of Bard, a small, highly selective liberal arts college. 

Simon’s Rock does not offer traditional majors. Instead, students must complete two interdisciplinary concentrations, each requiring between 16 and 24 credits. One of my first obligations is to contribute substantially to at least two of these, one in Cross-Cultural Relations and another in Cultural Studies. However, because there are only 32 full-time faculty members at the college, and 36 concentrations, it is also imperative that each of us develops courses that contribute to as wide a range of concentrations as possible. I, for example, contribute to over half of the 36 concentrations, and have courses included in concentrations ranging from “Modern Studies” to “Movement Studies” to “Politics, Law, and Society.”

 
At the same time, it is necessary to provide students interested in going on in anthropology with a firm enough foundation in the discipline that they will be able to compete successfully with other students applying for admission to graduate school. This requires that, at minimum, they be exposed to the basic ideas in the four sub-fields of the discipline. 

Since it is not possible to meet these somewhat conflicting demands by teaching a traditional sequence of anthropology courses, I have devised an approach that can. It is an approach that has turned out to be quite popular with students and which has allowed me to think about anthropology in new ways, keeping my ideas fresh and my courses ever-evolving. Indeed, I often feel I am at my most creative when I put together the kinds of courses such an approach requires, juxtaposing seemingly unrelated topics, and thinking hard about how to facilitate the production of new knowledge in the classroom.  The ten or so courses that I now teach on a regular basis are designed to balance traditional knowledge with innovative ideas and approaches, ones that entice and challenge students to think creatively.  

Before I describe my approach in more detail, let me briefly outline some other factors that have affected how I have conceptualized the complement of courses I offer, especially my philosophical and ethical commitments.

Philosophical Tenets: Contextualizing Ideas and Enabling Critical/Ethical Thinking

One of my primary concerns in teaching any course is to place cultural processes and ideas within a historical framework to provide students with an understanding of the intimate relationship between ideas and culture. I want students, first and foremost, to think critically and to be aware of the influences and constraints placed on ideas by particular socio-political contexts. Helping them do so involves encouraging them to think contextually about the ideas of others and self-reflexively about their own. Thus, I rarely discuss an idea as though it is “true,” but instead present it as a concept tied to a particular historical moment or theoretical orientation. For example, one student recently asked me what the term “ideology” meant, and rather than responding with any one definition, we discussed the term as it was, and continues to be, used and conceptualized by, for example, European philosophers, Marxists, feminists, and Lacanians. Whether I am introducing students to the concept of “culture,” “race,” “sexual selection,” “tribe,” or “prehistory,” to the conceptualization of non-Western societies as “primitives,” “pre-industrial,” “simple,” or “breeding populations, “or to the construction of specific groups as “Native American,” “Middle Eastern” or “!Kung,” I want them to see such ideas as heuristic categories that have often been reified with profound consequences. 

Let me expand on this by describing the way in which I introduce students to the idea of “culture.” After making it clear just how important the culture concept has been to anthropology through tracing the history of the field and role of the concept in it, I tell students that culture does not exist.  I show them how it is a cultural construct employed to provide explanations for a remarkably large range of behaviors, beliefs, expressions, phenomena, and occurrences.  We discuss how culture is not an entity that can be seen, touched, or bounded, even though we are often led to believe that it can, because anthropologists (and others) have treated “culture” as an object with a concrete or material existence that is “out there,” and, thus, as something that is observable.  It is usually not long before a student asks: “But if culture is not real, then what do we make of all those accounts of other “cultures”?  Why study anthropology, or any other social science for that matter, if they reify social categories and treats them as real, actual, and true, when they are not?”

In response, I encourage students to change what they think anthropologists and others are doing when they study and write accounts of other “cultures” and to think about the value of the enterprise in new ways.  Within this framework, anthropologists’ depictions in traditional ethnographies, for example, are understood not as descriptions of stable entities, but as texts that provide a story of a process of interaction between people in one group with those of another.  This shifts the emphasis away from the idea that ethnographies are accurate portraits about “them,” written by “us,”  to the recognition that what is being depicted is a process of cultural interaction.  This helps students focus on anthropology as a process and to understand cultural encounter—of whatever variety—as a complex process, each one with a long history of traditions of interpretation and representation that have facilitated and hindered cross-cultural understanding.

Accepting ideas and concepts as constructed fictions necessarily undermines the view of knowledge as something external to students, something they merely imbibe through a process of education.  If students understand all ideas as uncertain, they are in a better position to reconceptualize their own process of learning. I try to encourage students to replace the classic and revered image of the lone scholar in search of “Truth” with one that envisions learning and thinking as a complex collaborative negotiation capable of generating new ideas and knowledge.

One of my goals in using this approach to ideas is to encourage students to acknowledge the grave responsibility attached to how people think and act and to recognize the role ideas and actions play in the world.  The recent post-colonial critique of anthropology has certainly taught us the importance of that. This self-knowledge can be immensely empowering to them.  Knowing that their ideas count so much encourages them not only to take their own ideas very seriously, but also those of others. It helps them see that understanding, exploring, dissecting, scrutinizing, contesting, reformulating, experiencing, getting inside of, and playing with ideas is at the heart of being active participants in the world they inhabit. Such an understanding, I hope, will better enable students to think complexly about the contemporary world, and make ethical choices about their relationships with people from differing traditions, however those traditions have been, or will be, conceptualized or defined. 

At the Intersection of Anthropology and Cultural Studies


Since I must offer courses that will attract and serve students with a wide-range of interests, my courses are by necessity interdisciplinary. They draw on contemporary theory from across the disciplines and use reading materials from many different fields. In particular, I have chosen to locate many of my courses at the intersection of anthropology and cultural studies. Many anthropologists in recent years have bemoaned the rise of cultural studies, seeing it as an encroachment on anthropologists’ territory. Unfortunately, too many anthropologists have been willing to accept the view of cultural studies promulgated by the popular press: that it is little more than programmatic, ideologically-based analysis, interested more in power relations than critical assessment. 

But cultural studies has appealed to me, and to a large number of scholars in a variety of disciplines, because it makes questions of value visible, encouraging students to explore the bases of political judgements and aesthetic evaluation, especially those of Western culture. Cultural studies asks us to think about evaluation and why it matters, a form of analysis that can only strengthen students’ abilities to analyze their own cultural context. In this way, cultural studies can act as an important complement to anthropology’s strategy of defamiliarizing the familiar to allow critical self-reflection.

The Importance of Language

It is probably clear from this discussion that I have been immensely influenced by what has often been called the “Linguistic Turn” in anthropology. While a few of my courses have segments especially devoted to traditional anthropological linguistics, a focus on the relationship of language to ideas and thinking is a crucial aspect of all my courses. Using theoretical models drawn from post-structuralism as a framing device for many of my courses allows students to grasp on multiple levels the central insight of anthropological linguistics: that language and culture are so intimately intertwined that we can not understand one in isolation from the other. 

Geographical Areas

Although I teach no traditional area course, each of my courses focuses on several traditional and contemporary anthropological populations. Students interested in learning about societies from geographic regions that I don’t cover can take courses from my colleagues in other fields focused on East and Southeast Asia, Africa, African-America, Native-America, Latin America, and the Middle-East. This provides students with an important interdisciplinary understanding of non-Western societies, one that will become increasingly necessary in the complex, interconnected world of the 21st century.   

Interdisciplinary, Topical Courses

While I teach a popular four-field “Introduction to Anthropology” course, I offer no other course that might specifically be called a cultural anthropology, biological anthropology, linguistics, or archaeology course. Instead I have developed a number of topical courses, each of which includes attention to the four-fields in one way or another. The courses fit together in a kind of lock-step way so that when students have taken a number of these courses, they have sufficient background to continue studying anthropology at the graduate level, as a number have successfully done. 


The handout provides a schematic representation of the way this works. I should point out as you glance at the handout that I have only put a few of my course offerings on it, just enough to give you an idea of my approach. But even with just these few, you can see that after taking several of them, a student will have covered a number of topics in each of the sub-disciplines. Thus, for example, after taking “Introduction to Anthropology,” “Anthropology Goes to the Movies,” “Cultural Encounters,” “Cultural Stories,” and “Voices Against the Chorus,” a student will have been introduced to the following topics of interest to biological anthropologists: the history of ideas in biological anthropology, including those of Darwin; microevolutionary processes; primate evolution; primate behavior; a critique of primatology; hominid evolution, human variation, race, and some contemporary debates. One problem with this schematic representation is that it can obscure the connections among the various isolated topics. To make that clearer, I have also provided you with course descriptions.

Conclusions

Let me end with an important caveat. I am trained as a cultural anthropologist and this is certainly reflected in the content of my course. Therefore, as you can see, I often spend more time on cultural anthropology topics than on others and I certainly do not cover all the topics my colleagues in the other three sub-disciplines might like to see. Nonetheless, I have struggled to offer a solid foundation to students in anthropology even as I have been pulled away from that task by multiple and, often conflicting, demands. I am all too aware of the strength and weaknesses of my solution. We in small departments—whether of one or two or three—are, after all, trying to make the best out of what is obviously a less than desirable situation. If it were easy, we wouldn’t be here today.


TOPICS


Biological

Anthropology 
Archaeology
Linguistics
Cultural Anthropology

COURSES





Introduction to Anthropology
-history/methods

-microevolution

-macroevolution  

-human variation

-race and racism

-race v. ethnicity


-studying prehistory

-dating the past

-Settlement patterns and spatial organization

-origins of food production

-early civilizations


-history (Sapir, structural linguistics)

-symbol systems

-structure of language

-language and thought

-sociolinguistics


-history/methods

-the culture concept

-self-reflexivity and ethnography

-subsistence strategies

-economic organization

-political organization

-gender and sex roles

-marriage and the family

-kinship

-religion 

Anthropology Goes to the Movies: Ethnographic, Documentary and Popular Film
-primate visions (primate behavior, use and “abuse” of primates: zoos, chimpanzee tea parties, films, experimentation, anthropology)

-Films: King Kong, Gorillas in the Mist, National Geographic’s Gorillas
-The Discovery of “Mankind’s” Past and Future: Hollywood, Archaeology, and Science Fiction (images of archaeology v. the actual work of archaeologists: theories and methods)

-Films: Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, Stargate 

-voice and image

-verbal v. non-verbal communication

-orality v. textuality

-sign language

-Films: The Piano, Four Weddings and a Funeral, The River Wild
-classic ethnographic film (Films: Nanook, Dead Birds)

-experimental moments in ethnographic representation (Films: Divine Horseman, Les Maître Fous, Reassemblage, Forest of Bliss)
-culture contact: imperialism and nostalgia (Films: !N’ai, The Gods Must be Crazy, A Far Off Place)

-cannibal tropes (Films: Cannibal Tours, Silence of the Lambs, Eating Raoul)

-gender and kinship Hollywood-style (Films: 1492, A Few Good Men, Kramer v. Kramer)

Cultural Encounters
-social evolutionism, Social Darwinism, race and colonialism


-archaeology, colonialism, and nationalism
-The semiotics of colonialism as cultural encounter
-cultural encounter and representation

-travel/adventurer as cultural encounter

-tourism as cultural encounter (consuming culture/consuming history

-fieldwork as cultural encounter



Cultural Stories
-evolution as science v. myth/religion

-searching for the nature of human nature 

-sociobiology and evolutionary cultural stories

-the Neanderthal debate


-The consumption of images of Native Americans: New Age spirituality v. North American archaeology 

 -pseudoarchaeology 
-language as discourse

-discourse analysis

-language and myth
-American culture

-science, history and popular culture

-myth/ritual and religion in non-Western societies

Voices Against the Chorus

(a required course, one that I and a large number of my colleagues teach. I have adapted it by requiring readings highlighting topics of interest to anthropologists)
-Darwin: evolutionary principles: (excerpts from On the Origin and The Descent of Man)

- DuBois: race and culture: (excerpts from Souls of Black Folk)
-Marx: evolution and political economy; general evolution, specific evolution and  cultural materialism 
-Nietzsche: language and power (The Genealogy of Morals) 
-Forster: colonialism (A Passage to India)

-Freud: the “primitive” and civilized; psychological anthropology (Civilization and its Discontents)

-Woolf: modernity and gender (To the Lighthouse)
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Anthropology Goes to the Movies: Ethnographic, Documentary and Popular Film

Conventionally, both the standard ethnographic method of participant-observation and filmic technologies have been seen as objective instruments capable of capturing reality in text or on film.  Only more recently have these been analyzed as constructs that interpret, rather than simply reflect, reality.  This course brings these two approaches to "viewing" the world together, exploring the role of film in ethnographic representation and of ethnographic representation in popular film.  The first part of this course focuses on the modernist foundations of ethnography and on issues of central importance to ethnographic representation today.  The second part concentrates on popular films, especially those that draw on anthropological topics for their story lines and that employ an ethnographic aesthetic in their representations.  We will analyze a range of ethnographic, independent and Hollywood films to uncover ways of reading film as cultural documents, exploring the relationship of anthropology to the construction of popular film and of film to the construction of culture.

Cultural Encounters

Individuals’ experiences of foreign cultures are shaped by often-unrecognized assumptions and traditions of interpretation, which develop out of the history of contact between the culture of the traveler and the destination.  Such interactions, while various, fall into types associated with particular genres of representation.  This seminar explores some of the primary ways in which people from the West have encountered non-Western peoples, and the relationship of these encounters to their representation in language and image.  The experiences of colonialists, adventurers, tourists, immigrants, and anthropologists are analyzed in terms of their relationship to conventional forms of cultural representation such as travel writing, short story, film, and ethnography. 
Cultural Stories

All cultures instruct members on how to think and act in the world, addressing such questions as these: Who are we?  Where did we come from? and What does it mean to be human, a woman or a man?  Americans tend to think of non-Western peoples as finding answers to such questions through creating stories or myths, while we find truths through science.  This course exposes this claim itself as an American cultural story, investigating the nature of cultural stories in general, and exploring the interaction of science, history, and social science with popular culture in creating narratives about who we, as Americans, are and should be.  Specifically, we will 1) explore human evolutionary accounts as narratives and analyze their relationship to contemporary ideas about human origins, human nature, and gender behavior, 2) investigate historical and contemporary myths about Native Americans, focusing on the significance of the transformation of images of Native Americans from savages to New Age gurus, and 3) examine the recent psychologization and therapeutization of American Culture, uncovering the significance of stories about self-help, suffering, and victimization in a culture in which notions of good and evil no longer seem viable.

Voices Against the Chorus

This seminar explores the development of some of the ideas that have come to be central to our definition of the modern world.  Its focus is on how nineteenth‑ and early twentieth‑century thinkers in various disciplines confronted what was the accepted order of things, how they proceeded to challenge accepted ideas and categories, and how, finally, they constructed radically different conceptions of the world around them.  This section links 19th century ideas to contemporary ones, especially those of importance to anthropology and cultural studies.

