cultural anthropology and ethnomethodology

The Practice of Cultural Anthropology and the Methods of Ethnomethodology

cultural anthropology and ethnomethodology represent two fascinating, albeit distinct,
approaches to understanding human society and behavior. While both fields delve into the intricate
ways people interact and create meaning, they often employ different lenses and methodologies.
Cultural anthropology broadly examines the diversity of human cultures, their histories, and the
shared beliefs, values, and practices that bind societies together. Ethnomethodology, on the other
hand, focuses on the practical methods people use in their everyday lives to produce and maintain a
sense of social order and reality. This article will explore the foundational principles of cultural
anthropology, its key research areas, and then pivot to an in-depth examination of
ethnomethodology, its core tenets, analytical tools, and its unique contribution to the social sciences,
ultimately highlighting how these two disciplines, despite their differences, can offer complementary
insights into the human experience.
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Understanding Cultural Anthropology

Cultural anthropology is a subfield of anthropology that focuses on the study of human societies and
cultures and their development. It seeks to understand the vast tapestry of human life by examining
the beliefs, practices, social structures, and symbolic systems that define different groups of people
across the globe. Unlike archaeology, which studies past human cultures through material remains,
or biological anthropology, which focuses on human evolution and physiology, cultural anthropology
is primarily concerned with contemporary and recent past human behavior and social organization.

At its heart, cultural anthropology is about understanding what it means to be human in all its
diversity. It challenges ethnocentrism, the tendency to view one's own culture as superior or as the
standard by which other cultures should be judged. By immersing themselves in different cultural
contexts, cultural anthropologists aim to achieve a more nuanced and appreciative understanding of
the myriad ways humans make sense of their world and organize their lives.

Core Concepts in Cultural Anthropology

Several fundamental concepts underpin the study of cultural anthropology. Among the most crucial
is culture itself, understood not just as art or highbrow pursuits, but as the learned, shared, and



transmitted patterns of behavior, beliefs, values, and symbols that characterize a group of people.
Another key concept is cultural relativism, which posits that a person's beliefs, values, and practices
should be understood based on that person's own culture, rather than be judged against the criteria
of another. This is distinct from moral relativism; it is an analytical tool for understanding, not
necessarily an endorsement of all practices.

Key concepts also include:

e Social Structure: The patterned social arrangements in society that are both cause and effect
of human action.

e Symbols: Things that represent something else; they are central to how humans communicate
and create meaning.

e Worldview: The fundamental cognitive orientation of an individual or society encompassing the
whole of their knowledge and informative experience.

¢ Kinship: The system of social relationships connecting people by ancestry and marriage.

* Political Systems: The ways in which societies organize power, make decisions, and resolve
disputes.

e Economic Systems: The ways in which societies produce, distribute, and consume goods and
services.

Ethnography: The Cornerstone of Cultural Anthropology

The primary methodological tool of cultural anthropology is ethnography. Ethnography is both a
research method and the written product of that research. It involves immersive fieldwork, where
anthropologists live within the communities they study for extended periods, engaging in participant
observation. This means not just observing, but actively participating in the daily life of the
community, attending ceremonies, sharing meals, and building rapport with informants.

The goal of ethnographic research is to provide a detailed, holistic, and nuanced account of a
particular culture from the "emic" perspective—that is, from the insider's point of view. This deep
dive allows anthropologists to uncover the subtle meanings, unspoken rules, and complexities of
social life that might be missed by more superficial research methods. The resulting ethnographic
monograph or article is a rich, descriptive portrayal that aims to illuminate the lived experiences of
the people studied.

Key Areas of Study in Cultural Anthropology

Cultural anthropologists explore a vast array of topics, reflecting the immense diversity of human
existence. These areas often overlap and inform one another, providing a comprehensive
understanding of cultural phenomena. Some of the prominent areas of study include:

e Medical Anthropology: Examines the cultural factors that influence health, illness, and healing
practices.



e Economic Anthropology: Studies the production, distribution, and consumption of goods and
services in different societies.

 Political Anthropology: Investigates the organization of power, governance, and social control
across cultures.

e Urban Anthropology: Focuses on the social, cultural, and economic dynamics of cities and
urban life.

¢ Anthropology of Religion: Explores the beliefs, rituals, and social functions of religious
systems.

¢ Linguistic Anthropology: Studies the role of language in human social life and the relationship
between language and culture.

Introducing Ethnomethodology

Ethnomethodology, a distinct but related field, offers a micro-level approach to understanding social
order. Emerging from sociology in the 1960s, primarily through the work of Harold Garfinkel,
ethnomethodology is less concerned with grand social theories and more focused on the practical,
everyday methods people employ to make sense of their social world and to act in ways that are
recognizable to others. It asks: how do people, through their everyday actions and interactions,
accomplish the task of creating and maintaining a stable social reality?

Unlike traditional sociology, which often assumes a pre-existing social order that individuals then
follow, ethnomethodology sees social order as an ongoing, reflexive accomplishment. It is not a
static structure imposed from above, but a dynamic process that is constantly being produced and
reproduced by the members of society themselves. This focus on the "how" of social order
distinguishes it significantly from broader anthropological concerns.

The Central Tenets of Ethnomethodology

The core of ethnomethodology lies in its emphasis on the practical reasoning and methods that
members of society use to navigate their social lives. It assumes that social order is not a given, but
a continuous achievement. The primary tenets revolve around the idea that:

e Social order is an accomplishment: Members of society actively create and maintain social
order through their interactions.

e Indexicality: The meaning of utterances and actions is context-dependent; they are "indexed"
to the specific situation in which they occur.

 Reflexivity: Social actions are both the product of and the evidence for social order. People's
actions create order, and the existence of order is revealed through those actions.

e Accountability: People hold each other accountable for adhering to perceived social norms and
understandings.



Ethnomethodologists are interested in how individuals recognize and interpret the meaning of social
actions and how they produce their own actions in ways that are understandable and acceptable to
others. This involves understanding the implicit, taken-for-granted knowledge that underpins social
interaction.

Garfinkel's Groundbreaking Work

Harold Garfinkel is widely considered the founder of ethnomethodology. His seminal work, "Studies
in Ethnomethodology" (1967), introduced many of the field's foundational concepts and methods.
Garfinkel’s research often involved experiments designed to disrupt taken-for-granted social norms
and observe how individuals reacted to re-establish sense and order. For example, his "breaching
experiments" involved deliberately violating social norms (e.g., acting as a boarder in one's own
home) to reveal the underlying assumptions and procedures that people use to make sense of
everyday life.

Garfinkel argued that sociology had, for too long, treated social facts as external constraints on
individuals, overlooking the active role individuals play in constructing their social reality.
Ethnomethodology, in contrast, seeks to uncover the methods people use to recognize and sustain
the "seen but unnoticed" background expectancies of everyday life.

Methods and Analytical Tools in Ethnomethodology

Ethnomethodology employs rigorous methods to examine the details of social interaction. The
primary method is the detailed analysis of naturally occurring talk and social action, often through
the transcription and study of audio and video recordings. This allows researchers to scrutinize the
sequential organization of conversations, the use of turn-taking, and the ways participants
accomplish specific social tasks.

Key analytical tools and concepts include:

e Conversational Analysis (CA): While often treated as a sub-discipline or closely related field,
CA is deeply rooted in ethnomethodology's focus on the detailed mechanics of talk-in-
interaction. It examines how conversations are structured, how turn-taking operates, and how
participants manage their interactions.

e Documentary Method of Interpretation: This concept, developed by Alfred Schutz and adopted
by ethnomethodologists, refers to the process by which people use a particular instance of an
event as a clue to the general structure of the underlying system.

e Accountability: The analysis of how individuals provide and elicit explanations for their actions,
thereby demonstrating their understanding of social norms.

e Membership Categorization Devices (MCDs): The ways in which people use categories (e.g.,
mother, doctor, child) to organize their social world and make sense of each other's actions.

Ethnomethodologists are meticulous in their examination of the micro-details of social life, believing
that these small-scale phenomena are crucial for understanding the larger picture of social order.



The Ethnomethodological Approach to Social Order

For ethnomethodology, social order is not a pre-determined blueprint that people follow, but rather
a continuous, emergent property of social interaction. It is something that is constantly being "done"
and "undone" in the moment by the participants themselves. Think of it like jazz improvisation; there
are underlying musical structures and common themes, but the performance itself is a dynamic,
interactive creation that is unique to the moment.

Ethnomethodologists are fascinated by how readily people seem to understand each other, even
when the shared context is not explicitly stated. This apparent ease is, for them, the very
phenomenon to be explained. It points to the existence of deeply embedded, practical methods for
producing and recognizing meaning. The goal is to make visible the intricate machinery of social
reality that is usually hidden from plain view precisely because it works so well.

The Interplay and Potential Synergy Between Cultural
Anthropology and Ethnomethodology

While cultural anthropology and ethnomethodology may seem worlds apart in their typical scale and
focus, there is significant potential for synergy and mutual enrichment. Cultural anthropology
provides the broad canvas, exploring the vast diversity of human cultures and their unique systems
of meaning, values, and social structures. Ethnomethodology, on the other hand, offers a finely
tuned magnifying glass, dissecting the micro-practices through which individuals enact and maintain
those cultural understandings in their daily lives.

For example, a cultural anthropologist might study the concept of "hospitality" in a particular
society, describing its cultural significance, its role in social relations, and the rituals associated with
it. An ethnomethodologist, picking up from this broad understanding, could then analyze the precise
linguistic and interactional methods that individuals use when offering or receiving hospitality. They
might examine how greetings are structured, how offers of food or drink are made and accepted or
declined, and how conversation is managed to signal politeness and respect, all of which contribute
to the lived experience of hospitality.

Cultural anthropology can provide the "what" and "why" of cultural norms and practices, offering
rich contextual information. Ethnomethodology can then reveal the "how"—the intricate, often
invisible, interactional methods that allow these cultural norms to be enacted and understood in
everyday situations. By combining these perspectives, researchers can gain a more complete and
dynamic understanding of human social life, appreciating both the macro-level cultural patterns and
the micro-level interactional processes that sustain them. This interdisciplinary dialogue promises a
richer, more nuanced appreciation of the human condition, revealing the profound complexity within
seemingly simple social interactions and the deep cultural underpinnings of everyday life.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between cultural
anthropology and ethnomethodology?

A: The primary difference lies in their scale of analysis and focus. Cultural anthropology broadly
studies human societies and cultures, examining beliefs, values, and social structures.



Ethnomethodology, conversely, focuses on the micro-level, examining the practical methods
individuals use in everyday interactions to create and maintain social order and meaning.

Q: Is ethnomethodology a part of cultural anthropology?

A: Ethnomethodology originated primarily within sociology, although it shares an interest in
understanding human behavior and social reality with cultural anthropology. It is generally
considered a distinct field of study with its own theoretical underpinnings and methodologies,
though there can be overlap and cross-pollination of ideas.

Q: What is participant observation in cultural anthropology?

A: Participant observation is the core ethnographic method in cultural anthropology, where
researchers immerse themselves in a community, actively participating in daily life while observing
and documenting behaviors, interactions, and cultural practices to gain an insider's perspective.

Q: What are breaching experiments, and how are they used in
ethnomethodology?

A: Breaching experiments are a technique used in ethnomethodology where researchers deliberately
violate taken-for-granted social norms or expectations. The purpose is to observe and analyze
people's reactions, revealing the underlying, usually unnoticed, methods and assumptions they use
to restore a sense of social order and meaning.

Q: Can cultural anthropology and ethnomethodology be
studied together?

A: Yes, they can offer complementary insights. Cultural anthropology can provide the broad cultural
context and the "what" and "why" of social phenomena, while ethnomethodology can reveal the
micro-level interactional "how" by analyzing the practical methods people use to enact those cultural
understandings in everyday life.

Q: What is the concept of "indexicality” in ethnomethodology?

A: Indexicality refers to the idea that the meaning of an utterance or action is dependent on and
embedded within its specific social and situational context. Meanings are not fixed but are "indexed"
to the particular circumstances in which they occur.

Q: How does cultural anthropology approach the study of
diversity?

A: Cultural anthropology approaches diversity by emphasizing cultural relativism, seeking to
understand different cultural practices and beliefs from the perspective of the people within that
culture, rather than judging them by external standards. It aims to document and explain the vast



range of human cultural expressions.

Q: What is the main goal of ethnomethodological research?

A: The main goal of ethnomethodological research is to uncover and describe the practical methods
that members of society use to make sense of their social world, to produce intelligible social
actions, and to create and sustain a sense of social order in their everyday lives.
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