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“No culture can live if it attempts to be exclusive” (Mahatma Gandhi) 
 
The world is composed of multicultural and diverse societies. At the core of multiculturalism and 
diversity lies culture.  This seminar explores the concept of culture from an anthropological 
perspective. Anthropologist James L. Peacock defines culture as the “powerfully influential 
understandings and codes that are learned and shared by members of a group.”  These 
understandings and codes are generally taken for granted by and not so noticeable to those living 
within the culture itself. In “Culture: A Total Way of Life,” we will take a closer look at how these 
understandings and codes are expressed in our daily behaviors and beliefs, as well as our interactions 
with groups other than our own. 

 
The course will address how the discipline of anthropology understands culture in comparison with 
other humanities and social sciences disciplines. Anthropology is said to be the most scientific of the 
humanities and the most humanistic of the social sciences.  The broad view of the discipline 
(studying human evolution, material culture, languages in cultural context, or tangible and intangible 
heritage, just to name a few) provides essential insights into what it means to be human.    

 
In this seminar, we will explore the elusive, seemingly all-encompassing concept of culture, by using 
both the wide-angled and narrow-focused lenses that the discipline of anthropology offers.  In order 
to do so, we will first discuss some of the key basic concepts of anthropology, including 
ethnocentrism, naïve realism, and cultural relativism. We will also explore the ethnographic 
approach, specifically the ethnographic method and the techniques of observation, participant 
observation and interviewing.  Fellows will apply the material covered in class by engaging in short 
exercises where they will practice these techniques and understand first-hand how cultural 
anthropologists conduct research.  
 
 Additionally, fellows will study specific ways in which anthropological insights can be applied to 
undertake research on highly diverse topics, from studying kinship relations in a small village (the 
assumed traditional arena of anthropological inquiry) to the role of social media in today’s globalized 
world (how and why people use cell phones worldwide) or multispecies interactions (why western 
societies connect with their pets in particular ways). 
 
The class will include a combination of lectures, group discussions, and in-class activities and 
exercises. Although the course will rely heavily on anthropology, it will be multidisciplinary in nature. 
I will use examples from my ethnographic research on the anthropology of tourism and the 
anthropology of food in the African diaspora in Panama, Ecuador, Grenada and Brazil, as well as on 
communities of practice in a large-scale educational project in Brazil. In addition, I will address my 
participation in multidisciplinary projects on food nutrition and cultural mapping in the Ecuadorian 
Andes and the Amazonian region of Peru. In their individual projects, fellows may explore how 
cultures of the world as well as micro-cultures within the United States manifest their belonging 
through food, shelter, language and technology.  


