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APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY

FRFIS7TERE ANABEN RSB RO EHE

John Singleton

Applied anthropology is essentially the application of a particular
view of the world, which starts with the cultural base of human existence
and interactions, and a particular method for knowing or experiencing that
world, through ethnographic fieldwork, to the problems that human beings
face in meeting personal, group, and organizational purposes. Anthropology
is a world view based upon a theory of culture; ethnography is its method
for apprehending and interpreting the reality posited by its theory.

To apply anthropology is to make the theory and practice of it relevant
to problems of real people in real settings. It is not, in my view, a
science of "social engineering' but a science of interpretation. It does
not tell us how to make people change, but how to help them and ourselves
make choices of goals for social change and to negotiate cooperation

for that change.

While there are many applied social sciences (economics and psy-
chology are the most prevalent), the unique contribution of anthropology
is its emphasis on a direct, grass-roots approach to people in the real
social and organizational settings where we and they feel important
purposes are to be served. Socio-cultural complexity, social conflict,
economic and political inequality, and poverty are some of the problems
addressed in contemporary life. As in any applied social science, the
knowledge-generating traditions shared by a scientific systematic
empirical knowledge-seeking society of practitioners 1s drawn upon to

meet human needs in some specific time and place.
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Applied anthropology, too, is a knowledge-generating process. Its
primary contribution to the amelioration of social problems is in the
generation of publicly credible descriptions and interpretations of
social process. When this knowledge contributes to relevant social
actions, it can be justly labelled applied social science. It is also
potentially a scientific or academic exercise in so far as it tests or
changes scholarly images of social reality, Contemporary cultural
and linguistic theory in U. S. anthropology has been directly affected
by these efforts, as in the scholarly contributions of Ward Goodenough
and Dell Hymes.

Applied anthropology is not, however, limited by many academic or
professional views of anthropology. In the first place, it is an inter-
disciplinary enterprise within which anthropologists are joined by
sociologists, social psychologists, economists, political scientists,
educators, medical doctors, nurses, engineers, social workers, and other
professionals involved in complementary perspectives. In the second
place, there is collaboration with people who use different cultural and
social theories, whatever discipline they come from. Two important
theoretical dimensions of difference are those of cultural theory
(cultural materialism and ideational theories) and those of standards
for credible knowledge (qualitative and quantitative means of research).
Finally, applied anthropology is not limited to certified and school-
ed practitioners. It is a perspective and method that can be shared
with citizens — sometimes useful in the empowerment of ordinary
people as they deal with the political and social organizations of their

society,



Besides theory (culture) and method (ethnography), there is a third
feature of anthropology inherited from a previous era but of great importanc
to applied anthropology. When academic anthropologists began their studies
of strange natives in esoteric parts of the world, they often found that
their intellectual achievements were based on close personal collaboration
with a few key informants. Looking back, it is clear that the informants
deserved as much recognition as the scholars in the development of ethno-
graphic knowledge. 1In the United States, for instance, we are just
beginning to acknowledge the contributions of American Indian intellectuals
to the development of American anthropology — many of them through the
long and intense informant-ethnographer relationship. The process of
developing this kind of social collaboration is what is important to applied
anthropology, even as the product was important to the mother discipline.

In applied anthropology, the ethnographer-informant collaboration is
also the model for cooperation between development agents aﬁd client
communities in cooperation for developmental change. Ward Goodenough
is responsible for a theoretical model of "cooperation in change" that
makes this point. It has been important in understanding the variety
of specific human relationships that have evolved in the practice of
applied anthropology. It has also led him into the elaboration of an
ideational theory of culture which has helped us to apply the concept
of culture to the modern world.

Anthropology is no longer distinguished from sociology as the study
of primitive peoples. It is, rather, a distinctive approach to the study
of any sociai group, building upon theoretical traditions inherited from

our adventurous forebears. An important contributor to this change in
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western anthropology was, of course, Fei Xiaotong who showed in his early
studies of China an extension of anthropological inquiry to a historically
complex civilization. He helped us understand some of the broader
applications of a modern anthropology.

In the development of this modern anthropology, our concept of culture
has changed, even though our language in anthropological reports has not
always reflected this change. Goodenough made it explicit when he described
"multi-culturalism" as the normal human experience., It is quite evident
in contemporary complex societies that every individual belongs to many
cultural groups, the boundaries of which are much more difficult to distinguist
than the boundary w;ter of the Trobiand Islands where Malinowski (Fei's
nentor) did his fieldwork. Anthropology is, itself, a cultural system in
which some of us here participate —-- and my lectures are intended to entice
all of you into it though it is up to you to decide the limits of your
intellectual commitment. In other words, we must use culture theory to
look at ourselves just as we look at others.

Organizationally, it is possible to talk of several models of applied
inthroplogy practice. One conventional list suggests four categories
‘adapted from Spradley and McCurdy):

l. Administrative Anthropology — the use of anthropological knowledge
for the management or governance of a local group by an agency which
1s foreign or external to that group and has some degree of control
or influence over it. Colonial administration, industrial management
where workers do not participate in that management, and anthropological
consultants to organizational authorities are examples. The emphasis
here is on "social engineering" and planned change that is initiated

by hierarchical authoriry.



Adjustment Anthropology — the use of anthropological knowledge to

make inter-group social interaction more predictable. In this model

an anthropologist often acts as an interprepter between groups,

usually between administrators and the administered. This is
especially useful when the administered speak a different language

and practice a different culture and it allows for two-way communication.
It was developed as a model for collaboration between American
administrators and Micronesians in the U.S. Trust Territory of thé
Pacific Islands after World War II — but it was also éuggested
seriously to the administrators of my university as a pattern for
providing better communication with faculty and students at a time

when there was much conflict between the administrators and the faculty.
Action Anthropology — the use of anthropological knowledge and skills
by a local group, itself, for its own purposes. In this case, an
anthropologist may be a consultant to the group and not to those external
authorities with which the group must deal. Sol Tax is famous for his
invention of this model in his and his students work with American
Indian groups. It is also applied to anthropologists who are working
with self-help groups in American society who are trying to provide
mutual assistance for individual change independent of governmental

or professional social agencles — such as Alcoholics Anonymous.
Advocate Anthropology — the use of anthropological knowledge and

skills in political actions to increase power for self-determination

by local groups. In this case, anthropologists become political
activists on behalf of groups they wish to assist. While it has been
usually associated with the rights of underprivileged ethnic groups

in American societies, it is also practiced on behalf of tribal groups



in the Amazon who are the victims of national economic development

plans and on behalf of American consumers by Ralph Nader's Public

Interest Research Groups.

In these four categories, we can see three dimensions of difference
in the involvement of applied anthropologists with specific organizations
and groups. In the first dimension, the activities of the applied
anthropologist range from being a cultural interpreter between groups
to that of direct involvement in management of some specific group
(administration, planning, and evaluation are aspects of such management).
In the second dimension, the anthropologist is a passive knowledge provider
for other people to make decisions and carry out specific actions or he
may become an active knowledge applier taking responsibility for conscious-
ness-raising or some form of professional administration or practice. A
third dimension is suggested by the extent to which an anthropologist and
his knowledge providing skills are used to mediate between groups and their
respective interests or are used selectively to the benefit of one side or
the other (the managers or the managed).

Applied anthropologists are placed in complex sets of ethical responsibil:
to their several audiences. Working in the tradition of a scientific
discipline, they are ethically committed to high standards of truth-telling
in their scientific reports. Science, itself, is a knowledge system that
is totally dependent upon an ethic of truthfulness in its participants.

In the international science community there are only two unpardonable

sins — gross inhumanity to the subjects of ones studies and untruthfulness

in the presentation of data.



But in applied anthropology there is also a powerful commitment to
avoid harm to one's informants. Since the very basis of our knowledge
and action requires the development of mutual trust with them, it is
unethical to initiate any action, even a scientific report, which could
reasonably be expected to seriously harm their interests. On the other
hand, one is also responsible to the people who hire or support us. If
we are willingly engaged in actions of applied anthropology, we have
contracted to serve at least some of the interests of those who make
our work possible. TInevitably there are ethical conflicts for us when
our responsibilities to our science, our informant collaborators, and
our sponsors lead to choices between their separate interests. Moreover
each of these groups often contain opposing and competing factions. We
are also responsible to ourselves as individuals — and those national,
political, organizational, or religious commitments which we have made.

In the last 15 years, applied anthropology in the U.S. has been
developing several well-defined specializations that move it beyond its
origins in colonial administration to some very specific applications to
the contemporary patterns of privately and governmentally-organized
(usually bureaucratized) social services. '"Human organization'" is the
domain of these applications (and the title of the journal published by
the Society for Applied Anthropology). Most numerous are the educational
and the medical anthropologists who set up separate organizations and
journals in 1967-68. They are associated with the respective professions
of education and medicine and are further subdivided by both professional
roles (e.g. there is a separate group of nurse anthropologists) and by

the topics of their research (e.g. schools, bi-lingual education, etc.)
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While there 1is colléboration between these organizations and an informal
interlocking directorate with the Society for Applied Anthropology

and the American Anthropological Association, there is no central directorate
or coordinating council.

A large group of anthropologists continue to be interested in ''development'
(cultural, social, and political aspects of economic development) in inter-—
national and in domestic U.S. contexts. Sub-divisions of this interest
include rural/agricultural development, international development assistance,
and local governmental (usually urban) development. Social Impact analysis,
evaluation, and planning are particular processes associated with these
development interests.

Other anthropologists are working on problems of the justice system
(police, courts, prisons, the law) and of social work. There are even
individual applied anthropologist experts on traffic safety and innovative
sewer systems. Many missionary organizations employ an applied anthropology
in their management and field operations — one large one is the Summer
Institute of Linguistics which is involved in vernacular literacy and the
introduction of vernacular translations of the Bible all over the world.
Philanthropic foundations and the specialized agencies of the United
Nations employ some anthropologists for their purposes. Anthropologists
also work as business and industrial consultants.

Very recent developments include the organizing of groups in clinical
anthropology (anthropologists working directly with individual clients in
such services as marriage counseling) and in futures research. The developmen

of an "Ethnographic Futures Research" method (Robert Textor) is beginning

to attract attentiocn, both as a research technique for understanding
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group conceptions of the future and as a consciousness-raising technique
to stimulate concern for the long-range implications of present personal
and organizational decisions.

The traditional anthropological concern for cultural differences and
the need for interpretation between groups with different cultural orientations
unites most applied anthropologists. Whether it is cultural minorities in
our own society or international cultural difference, the applied anthro-
pologists are interested in increasing cross-cultural sophistication and
understanding.

Many of the current specializations in applied anthropology share a
concern for dealing with bureaucratized social services. In the U.S. some
of us are concerned, for instance, with the over professionalized and
specialized development of these agencies that deal with education, health,
welfare, and justice. Schools, hospitals, courts, and welfare offices are
publicly justified by their services to the public. In maintaining their
organizational fiefdoms, the agencies' actual services are subverted by
informal and overlooked patterns of social organization. Too often we
assume that what 1is good for the agencies is good for the people they serve —
and this is not necessarily so. Many informal, unorthodox, and non-
professional patterns of care-giving and self reliance that actually serve
people's social needs are ignored in public policy decisions.

Anthropological perspectives to explore on the issues of social
service needs would include (1) a comparative view of social agencies in
different societies, (2) an holistic view of the implicit social functions
of such agencies, (3) a recognition of informal community resources for

social welfare, and (4) an ethnographic research strategy which would



explore the strengths of non-professional, community-based opportunities
for defining and solving social problems.

The comparative perspective of anthropology is important, for instance,
in contrasting the vastly different experience of soclal agencies in
different social contexts, Chinese reorganization of basic health care
is an example that contrasts sharply with the assumptions of contemporary
professional Western medicine. The '"barefoot doctor" has been an unthinkable
alternative in Western societies, because it challenges the foundations of
our medical beliefs and the faith we have place in elite medical professions,
Japanese elementary schools are organized in sharp contrast with American
schools. That Japanese students show higher average achievement than
Americans is somewhat galling (Are they smarter than us?), but the worst
shock comes when we find that they much more effectively practice an
egalitarian education that gives all children far more equal chances to
learn and to advance in social status than our children. They have out-
democratized us!

The problem of human organization, which applied anthropology seeks
to address, are ultimately questions of social policy. The cultural
worldview, the ethnographic fieldwork method of knowing, and the collaborativ
model of agent-community relations must eventually influence the people
who make decisions at every level of political organization — if we are

going to be able to make a claim that applied anthropology makes a differenct

in human affairs.
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