
Social/Cultural Anthropology at BU 

 

 What questions do social and cultural anthropologists ask? 

 How do anthropologists study the world? 

 How is their research relevant to our world? 

 

Ethnographic fieldwork:  

‘Participant observation’ = 

immersion in other people’s  
ordinary and extra-ordinary  
lives: 

Understanding perspectives,  
values, norms, concerns and  

worldviews FROM WITHIN. 

 
Albania after a failed blood feud reconciliation 1992 



What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Dr Fiona Coward, 
                 archaeology & social anthropology  

• Identities and material culture 
• How have we scaled up from small social groups to the 

  global and virtual social networks of today?  

fcoward@ 
bournemouth.
ac.uk 



Fiona during fieldwork 

Cuddie Springs, New South Wales Australia, 1998 Pupicina Pec, Croatia 1998 

Jou’ll Llobu, Asturias 
Spain 2001 

Swanscombe, UK 2005 



Dr Rosie Read, 
      social anthropology & sociology 

• Why is caring so often undertaken by women? 
• How cultural is the idea about women being carers ‘by 

nature’? 
• When, how and in what context can such ideas change? 

rread@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Rosie during fieldwork 

Domov, Czech Republic 
1990s - today 



Dr Stephanie Schwandner-Sievers, 
                 social anthropology & sociology 

Kosovo 2006 

• How does collective memory help people construct identities? 
• Why are ‘martyrs’ so important to some people and what does 

‘nationalism’ mean to the nationalists? 
• How can there be meaningful reconciliation after war? 

sssievers@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Stephanie during 
fieldwork 

Albania & Kosovo, 

            1992 - 2014 



What is social or cultural anthropology? 

 Broadly, anthropology is the study of humankind 

 Originally divided into biological anthropology, 
archaeology, linguistics, and social (or cultural) 
anthropology 

 Social/cultural anthropology:  

 Emphasis on culture, society and subjective positions 
(‘relativism’) 

 ‘Making the exotic familiar and the familiar exotic’   
                                                        (Spindler and Spindler 1950) 

 Culture is transmitted through symbols and acted out through 
rituals and practices; It produces meaning in social situations 

 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Why do we still divide up our lives with rituals? 



Is there such a thing as universal morality? 

Cross-culturally, people consistently favour helping the majority, and punish active 

transgressions more severely than passive ones (i.e. inaction). 



What do symbols mean? 

• Do symbols ‘mean’ things in the 
same way as text? 

• How far can you ever really 
explain the ‘meaning’ of an 
object? 

• Does everyone ‘understand’ 
objects in the same way? 

• Can symbols unite people? 



Liberation fighters or criminals? 

 

Private Martyr’s shrine, Kosovo 2004 



Heroes or terrorists? 

 

 
 

UCK = Kosovo Liberation Army 



Victims or perpetrators?  
Civilians or Combatants? 

Upsetting! 



Reporting:  
             treachery or free speech? 

 



Democratisation or neo-colonialism? 

 



Minorities: rights protection or ethnic enclavisation?  
Roma in Kosovo, 2012 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Is globalization making the world all the 
same?  



Civil or uncivil society? 

 

Kosovo 2006, 2013 



    State violence or  protection? 

  

Kosovo 2012, 2013 



 
Culture-shocked or culturally-aware? 

  

Postwar Kosovo 1999 



International military: 
    saviour or new hegemon? 

 

Kosovo 
2010, 
2012 



Nationalism: evil or salvation or sexy and fun? 

Albania 2012 Kosovo 2012 



Folklore: cultural right or trans-Nationalism? 

 

Domestic and 
transnational 
Albanian 
dance groups 



Whose culture?  
whose heritage? 



Do we own land, or belong to it? 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



What ways of finding food are there? 

34 

Hunting 

Herding 

Slash-and-burn/’swidden’ agriculture 

Agriculture 

Fishing 

Horticulture/subsistence/’peasant’ agriculture 

Where there are 
no supermarkets? 



What is 
food? 



Animals: companions, property, vehicle,  

           sacred spirit, food or pest? 



Is genetically modified food a modern phenomenon? 

12,000 years ago … 

Wild cereals genetically crossed 
to create modern bread-wheats 

6000 years ago, maize 
bred to grow larger 

10000 years ago, sheep 
domesticated 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



CULTURE 
in social and cultural anthropology 

 ‘man is an animal suspended in webs of 
significance [s]he himself has spun.’ 

   (Clifford Geertz, 1973) 

 

A valid concept of analysis only if treated 
as ‘an outcome of political and economic 
forces, social institutions, and biological 
processes’, rather than its cause. 

   (Adam Kuper, 2001) 

 



How many different people are you? 



Ascribed identities 



Assumed identities 



Who are your related to?  
Who are your kin?  

Who are your family? 

In the present? 

  

In the past? 



Genealogical knowledge - why does it matter in 
some societies and not in others? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.findmypast.co.uk/?gclid=COv8mdfy0LwCFQgHwwodqXAAjQ 

Discover your ancestors 
Take a journey into your past and build your family tree 



What is specifically human about grandparents?  
Do all cultures know grandparents? 

• No other primate species has a 
menopause 

• Grandparents contribute to the 
care of their grandchildren 

• Grandparents pass on 
accumulated wisdom to younger 
generations 



Cultures of care: Who cares for the young 
without parents? Can institutions be trusted? 

Southafrica:  
8.1% of children live in skip-
generation households with their 
grandparents. 
 
Africa: family care & family tragedies 
   (AIDS) 

UK: institutionalisation, ca. 1895 

Romania 1989:        state neglect 

Crumpsall Workhouse, London 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Female education:  
individual right or family choice? 

Post-war Kosovo 2000 



Patriarchy: protection or oppression? 

 
Post-socialist Albania 1993 



Women during state Socialism:  
modernisation, emancipation or double burden? 

Modernisation, emancipation, or ‘double burden’? 

Albania 1988 

Translation: 
‘Woman –  
the great 
force of our 
socialist 
society’ 



Kosovo 
2010 

Kosovo 2010 

Veiling: choice or coercion? 

Paris 2010 



The veil – typically Islamic? 

 



LGBTIQ (lesbian, gay, bi-, trans-, inter-sex and queer) rights: 
cultural taboo or Western liberal imposition? 

 

Kosovo 2009; 2013 



Are there only two genders? 

Albanian ‘sworn virgins’ 

North American Navajo 
‘Two Spirit’ people 

Indian ‘Hijras’ ‘Panti Bliss’, Ireland 



Sex and gender: biology or culture? 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



How gendered are 
our beauty ideals? 

 

Wodaabe men, Niger (2011) 

US child 
beauty 
pageant 



How universal are our ideas of gender roles? 

From a 1970s UK children’s book 
 

Aka father, 
Central Africa 

Israeli soldier 



How could Chinese ‘lotus feet’ be a beauty ideal?  

  

How healthy is our own beauty ideal? 



Why do people modify their bodies? 



Perfecting our bodies:  

     are we becoming cyborgs? 



Are artificial people just a modern 
phenomenon? 

20,000 year old puppet 

Victorian automaton 

10,000 year old statues – dressed, decorated etc. 



Fattening rooms 
and rituals, 
Leblouh in 
Mauritania and 
south-eastern 
Nigeria; corsets 
in late 19th 
century Britain;  
Twiggy 1965 

 
 
How cultural  
is beauty? 



Why do we adorn our bodies? 



What messages do we convey  
  via our bodies, hair and clothes?  



Painting the skin 

Chiribaya mummy, 900-1350AD 

Ukok ‘princess’,  
Siberia 4000 BCE  

Oetzi 5300BCE 



What do masks reveal? 



What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 





What anthropologists study: 

 What people say and what they do 

 Perceptions, values, categorisations and practices 

 The ordinary and extra-ordinary in people’s life worlds 

 Everyday culture  

 Material culture in its social context 

 Rituals 

 The implicit and the explicit 

 Lived experience, story-telling, memories, traditions 

 Social structures, kinship structures 

 Systems of meaning, symbolic representations, local knowledge 

 Agency, subjectivity, strategy, identity politics 

 Webs of power, resistance, identity politics, the modern uses of 
‘culture’ and ‘traditions’ (‘traditionalism’) 

 

 



Honour or crime? 

  

Albania:  
Blood Feud Reconciliation Councils 1992 



Trafficking victims or sex workers? 

  

London, 2013 



Is violence MALE? Is female violence masculine? 

Girl gang, Sydney 2011 

Girl gang violence, as represented 
in Coronation Street, 2008 



Violence: a social fact, hard-wired, or a choice? 

Above: 
parliament in ? 
When? 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Does thinking stay inside the skull? 

Only humans can use external tools to think with and store information 



Can there be an anthropology of new social spaces? 



Why do we make so many variations of things? 

 Is style just everything that’s left 
after function is subtracted? 

 Which is more important? 

 Does style have a ‘function’ of its 
own? 



Do things ‘evolve’ like species? 



Do things have social lives? 



What do our houses say about us? 



     Is money real, or a symbol? 



Is poverty a ‘culture’? 



Ethnography - definitions 

 

 Ethnography is the Study of People in naturally 
occurring setting or ‘fields’ by means of methods 
which capture their social meanings and ordinary 
activities, involving the researcher participating 
directly in the setting, if not in the activities, in 
order to collect data in a systematic manner but 
without meaning being imposed on them 
externally.  

Brewer, John D. (2000: 10)  

Ethnography. 

 



Ethnographic field notes (Kosovo 2000) 

 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: askBUenquiries@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Also sociologist are doing  
ethnography at BU ! 

Prof Jonathan Parker 
 

 Prof Sara Ashencaen 
Crabtree 

• Ethnography of a Church: how is meaning constructed by visitors who 
are believers or non-believers? 

• Is the experience and practice of faith gendered? 
• What are Islam’s legacies of social care? 
• What are the everyday experiences  and practices of adult abuse, 

protection and safe-guarding in the UK? 
• How do the indigenous people of Tasik Chini in Malaysia under 

ecological threat? 
 parkerj@bournemouth.ac.uk  & scrabtree@bournemouth.ac.uk   



Fieldwork with family – family fieldwork 
in Tasik Chini, Malaysia 2014 



Whose environment? Progress or destruction? 

Tasik 
Chini, 
Malaysia 
2014 





Prof Holger Schutkowski, 
 biological anthropology & bioarchaeology 

• Social variation of diet 
• What effect does social inequality have on access 

to resources? 
 

• Differential childhood mortality 
• What are the determinants of survival in past 

societies? 

hschutkowski@bournemouth.ac.uk 

 

• Bioarchaeology of the Near East 
• Subsistence strategies and 

population dynamics over the last 5 
millennia  



Diet and social inequality 

Jean A. Brillat-
Savarin 1755-1826 

Tell me what 
you eat, I will 
tell you what 

you are. 

 

Ludwig Andreas 
Feuerbach 1804-

1872 

You are what 
you eat. 

 

 

Diet is a 
behavioural 

category, because 
it implies choice. 

 
People use diet as 
a social signifier, 

as a means of self-
expression. 

 
Dietary variation 

is a proxy for 
social variation. 

Some people need to carry 
livestock on their backs… 

Early medieval male (above) and female 
(below) grave accoutrements from richly 

endowed burials. 



A childhood to die for? 
Susceptibility to disease and risk of 
mortality are particularly high 
during infancy and early childhood. 
It is the most sensitive, dependent 
and vulnerable phase of human life 
history and an accurate barometer 
for overall health and well-being in 
past populations.  

Evolutionary biology predicts differential parental 
investment, depending on reproductive cost and – 
for humans – economic gains to raise a child of 
either sex. Differential mortality is a reflection of 
such behaviour.  



Dr Nivien Speith, 
 biological anthropology & bioarchaeology 

• Identities and skeletal evidence: biocultural approaches 
• Biomechanics and Palaeopathology (diseases in the past) 
 What was the lived reality – social and physical – for 

people in the past?  

nspeith@bournemouth.ac.uk 



Males 
buried 
with 
weapons 

mortuary treatment 

lived reality? 

Weapons = “warrior”? 
The 

Bioarchaeology 
of Identities 



Cared for or taken care of? 
The Bioarchaeology of Care 

Romano-British 
Decapitation burial of an 
elderly female with 
osteoporosis and 
debilitating hip fracture –  

The Big Dig 2014 

Caring or killing? Not just a 
modern question… 

Euthanasia or violent death? 





What questions do anthropologists ask? 

 

The questions posed on the following slides are 
taken from our teaching and research 

 

Comments, ideas and responses are  

most welcome!  
 

If interested in any of our  

anthropology courses,  

 

Contact: futurestudents@bournemouth.ac.uk 


