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This paper attempts to provide an historical survey and examination 
of the emergence, employment, and signifi cance of the concept of 
"culture" in anthropological discourse from evolutionist frameworks to 
post-modern critiques. Arguably one of the most nebulous concepts 
within the discipline, "culture", and the discussion of it. has triggered an 
ongoing and somewhat contentious debate within the discipline. To 
understand the debate over the (f)utility of the culture concept, it is 
necessary to examine the theoretical context in which the concept has 
been used. defended or criticized and. subsequently, to situate that 
speci fi c context within the larger context of the development of the 
discipline. The goal of this paper is to provide insight into the complexity 
of the debate over the centrality, utility, and politics of the culture concept 
in anthropological theory and practice . The evolution of the concept of 
culture within anthropology is an historical accretion of ideas and only by 
examining previous formulations of the concept and the specific historical 
context within which it arose can we engage with the concept more 
criti cally in our current and future anthropological endeavours. 

Surveying anthropo logical theorie s from evo lutionism to 
postmodernism, this paper attempts to extract and explore concepts 
of culture that have emerged throughout the di scipline . Arguab ly 
one of the most nebulous concepts within the di scipline, "culture", 
and the discussion of it, has tri ggered an ongoing and somewhat 
contentious debate. On the surface, it may appear to be s imply over 
a matter of definitions or a vested interest in prese rving the centrality 
of the concept w ithin the di scipline. However, one would be quick 
to abandon this view upon closer examination of the nuances and 
implications of the debate . 

Those who w ish to prese rve the concept are being challenged by 
others on the very g rounds that preservation of the concept entail s 
th e co nse rva tion and pe rpetuation of critical ly unassessed 
assumptions and idea ls associated w ith the notion of culture. I 
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Certa inly, thi s SOlt of criti cism goes beyond the simple case of 
quibbling over definitions, for what is be ing called into question is 
not the way the concept has been defined in the last cent lilY, but 
rather, as Andreas Wimmer ( 1999:S 19) notes, "the theoretical context 
in which 'culture ' is re lated to 'society,' ' nat ure,' ' mea ning, ' 
' practice,' and other maste r terms of the socia l sciences." What is 
really being scrutini zed is the discipline of anthropology itse lf in 
terms of its complicity in the production of knowledge and the lack 
of rigorous reflection on the use of the concept of culture in attempts 
to understand and represent people's worlds. 

To understand the debate over the (f)utility of the culture concept, 
it is necessalY to examjne the theoretical context in which the concept 
has been used (as well as defended or criti cized) and then, to take a 
fUlther step back so as to situa te that specific context within the 
large r context of the deve lopment of the discipline. As Brightman 
aptly points out, "the term culture has a long hi stolY of meaning 
different things to different people" ( 1995:539). Hence, the debate 
shou ld not be understood simpl y in terms of whether the concept is 
usefuF or not; alternati ve ly, it should be cast in terms of why the 
concept is deemed useful or not and exactly which aspect of the 
concept is being refuted or defended . 

The perceived urgency of the debate is a result of the increased 
scrutiny that the very theoreti ca l frameworks engendered by the 
discipline have undergone. Moreover, the sheer fact that the concept 
remains centra l to the discipline despite critics ' attempts to dispose 
of it suggest that the concept is not go ing to go away any time soon. 
In fact, rather ironica ll y, increased debate over the concept has onl y 
drawn more attention to it and, subsequently, has further entangled 
it within the ve lY fabric of the discipline. 

Evolutionism and the Emergence of the Culture Concept 
E . B. Tylor quite famously introduced the concept of culture for 

anthropologica l consideration when he stated that, "Culture or 
Civi li zati on, taken in its wide etlUlogra phic sense, is that complex 
whole which includes lmowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, 
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man [sic] as a 
member of society" ( 187 1: I). Those debating over the concept ca n 
at least agree that it arose within evo lutionist theOlY (Pasquinelli 
1996 :54). Th is agreement as to the hi stori ca l origin of the concept 
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is impoltant because it revea ls how subsequent reformulat ions and 
refutations of the concept ha ve resulted from various interpretations 
that Tylor set forth . What is being agreed upon is that the concept 
arose at thi s particular point in the hi story of the di scipline, rather 
than there bei ng a consensus as to what the concept refers to, how it 
adequately captures the compl ex ity of human li ves, o r its utility in 
ge nera l. The varied interpretat ions of the concept s ince its inception 
could be attributed to the fact that Tylor 's proposed definition of 
culture is actually quite broad and certainly leaves room for much 
interpretation. 

Given the all-encompass ing nature ofTy lor 's ( 187 1) definition , 
it is interesting that the evo lu tionist formul ation of the concept has 
been criticized for "mak[ing] the primiti ve thinkable, endow[ing] it 
w ith form, [and] mak[ing] its representati on possible" (Pasquinelli 
1996:57). Critics of the evolutionist concept of cu lture claim that it 
is a narrow one that problematically encourages the anthropological 
gaze at the "other. " While the latter criti cism may indeed be true, 
this view is only poss ible g iven the benefi t of hindsight along with 
our contemporary understanding of the nature of colonial relations 
and the politics of representati on. I wou ld argue, in fact , that it was 
indeed not Tylor's intention to propose a narrow definition of culture 
that simply encouraged an examination of the "other". 

In fact , the velY objective of evo lutionist theo ry was to propose 
a way of looking at " hi s tory at large , expl aining the past and 
predicting the future phenomena of man 's [sic] life in the world by 
reference to general laws" (Tylor 1871 :4). More important ly, the 
broad concept of cu lture set forth by Tylor provided a framework 
w ith which to examine the di versity of cross-cultural phenomena -
from the "primitive" to the more "civili zed" - in order to understand 
" how the phenomena of Culture may be classified and arranged , 
stage by stage , in a probable order of evolution" (Tylor 187 1 :4). In 
th is way, despite the undeniable fla ws in the theories espoused by 
the evo luti on ists , evo lutioni sm at least made steps tovva rds the 
conceptualization of differences between cultures while mai ntaining 
at the same time the uni ty of the human spec ies . UnfOitunate ly, thi s 
important contribution to the di scipline is often overlooked as a result 
of the eagerness to di sc redit the more quest ionable notion of 
evo lutionalY "stages" (see also Morgan 1877) proposed by the 
proponents of evolut ionism. 
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Historical Particularism and the Politics of Culture 
Although it has been pointed out that Boas and hi s students were 

not always in agreement over such issues as cultural integration or 
degree of cultural determinism (Handler 2004), they did agree on 
celiain aspects of culture and together advanced a theory of culture 
that differed significantly from that of the ea rli er evolutionist 
perspective . What they proposed was a view of culture that allowed 
anthropology to contribute to the political struggle against racism, 
colonialism, and enforced social conformity (Rosenblatt 2004:459). 
Rosenblatt (2004:459) also points out how, " for Benedict, it was 
because culture is a claim about what it means to be a human being 
that it was necessarily a political term as well as a scientific one." 
He even credits Benedict for popularizing the concept of culture 
through the publication of her book Patterns of Culture (1934). 
Furthermore, Boggs (2004: 191) declares that Boas "presumed that 
the culture theOlY he was assembling was immanently democratic, 
antiracist, and emancipatory." Taken together, these comments 
clearly illustrate the impact of Boasian anthropology in infusing the 
concept of culture with a distincti vely political dimension . 

C lea rly di ssa tisfi ed with the evo lutioni st framework for 
understanding cultural difference and development among human 
populations, Boas insisted that cultures needed to be understood in 
their own terms. Hence, he and his students did much work to show 
" that although some Native Americans seemed to be racially similar, 
their cultures could be remarkably different" (Harris 1999:70). In 
addition , he also criticized hi s contemporaries in other disc iplines 
for their ill attempts to understand the unique histOIY and development 
of cultural forms: 

Sociology, economics, politica l science, hi stOlY and philosophy 
have found it wOlih while to study conditions found among diverse 
human populatons in order to throw light upon our modern social 
processes. With this bewildering variety of approaches, all dea ling 
with raci al and cultural forms, it seems neceSSaIY to formulate clea rly 
what objects we try to attain by the study of humankind (Boas 
I 940:244). 

Gi ve n thi s di ssa ti s faction with prev iou s approach es to 
understanding cultura l forms, coupled with the desire to refine the 
aim of anthropological re se arch , Boas propo se d a di stinct 
methodology for the study of human cultures. He believed that "the 
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history of the de ve lopment of the bodily form of man [sic], hi s 
physiologica l functions , mind and culture" should be the focus of 
anthropological studi es, rather than the compari son of soc ieti es in 
terms of evo lutionary stages (Boas 1940:244). After all , as Boas 
(1940:271) adamantl y argued, " When we find analogous single traits 
of culture among di sta nt peoples, the presumption is not that there 
has been a common hi storica l source , but that they ha ve ari sen 
independentl y. " This emphasis on the unique hi storical origins of 
cultures e nabl ed Boasian anthropology to de ve lop a 
conceptualization of culture that was at once politi ca ll y engaging as 
we ll as theoretically appealing. 

Boas saw culture as being both an hi storical accretion as well as 
a holi stic system of integrat ion . Indeed, it should not be overlooked 
that Boas was also co ncerned with the diffu s ion of cultural 
phenomena and how they were incorporated anew into different 
societies. Rosenblatt suggests there is a " resonance between the 
Boasian concern with the diffusion of ideas, institutions, and practices 
from one c ulture to another and contemporary inte res t in 
globalization" (2004:463). Of course thi s comparison should not 
be taken too far because the rate at which information, goods, 
technologies, and populations flo w in our contemporalY world is 
unprecedented. Nevertheless, the important point is that the Boasian 
focus on both hi sto ry and cultural integ ration adds a further 
dimension to the conceptualization of culture , such that culture is 
not reduced to mere historical analysis, nor is it di vorced from its 
complex histOly. Boas himself stressed that the "dynamics of existing 
soc ieties" can be understood only by making " the interdependence 
of cultural phenomena ... one of the objects of antlu·opological 
inquiry" (Boas 1940:254). Despite hi s interest in the hi storical 
origins of cultures , Boas suggests that anthropology 's aim should 
also be the examination of current cultural phenomena. These two 
goa ls need not be considered incommensurable because knowledge 
of the historical deve lopment of cultures will cel1ainly aid in the 
understanding of the 'dynami cs of existing societ ies.' 

One of the most foregrounded and contentious issues in the 
contemporary debate over the concept of culture is the issue of 
cultural boundari es. Given the current mi stm st in the notion of 
boundaries, scholars often hasti ly di stance themselves from the 
concept of culture . More signi ficantly, the equation of cultural 
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boundaries with the concept of culture is also often attributed to the 
legacy of Boasian anthropology. Despite its recognition of the 
"complex hi stOlY of migrations, diffusions, and intermixing" that 
has occurred throughout human history, Boasian anthropology has 
been criticized for its tendency to focus more on "the different aspects 
of life in a community [which] are often characterized by the 
recurrence of simil ar patterns and themes" (Rosenblatt 2004:465). 
Rosenblatt argues , however, that thi s wariness of the Boasian 
discussion of patterns and themes has led to the unfounded perception 
that Boasian antlu'opology endorsed the notion of cultural boundaries. 
In fact, according to Rosenblatt , "conceptions of boundaries that 
have been criticized are more those of structuralist-functionalism 
than of Boasian anthropology" (Rosenblatt 2004:464). 

Bashkow (2004) recentl y offered an insightful conU11entary on 
the misconceptions around the notion of cultural boundaries by re­
examining Boas ' own views on the issue of boundaries. Bashkow 
(2004:444) emphatica ll y insists that the idea of cultura l boundaries 
should not be equated with the more questionable notion of "bounded 
cultures." He also suggests that the current mistrust in the notion of 
boundaries and the pointing of fingers at Boasian anthropology has 
actually more to do with the post-modern tendency " to emphasize 
the inadequacies of earlier anthropologists whi le accentuating its 
own disjuncture from it" (Bashkow 2004:444) than it does with any 
serious claim against Boasian anthropology. Moreover, Bashkow 
(2004:446) points out that the Boasians actua ll y acknowledged the 
permeability of boundaries , that " even when proposing 
geographically based cu lture areas, Boasian anthropologists were 
careful to draw multiple boundaries reflecting diverse classificatolY 
points of view." Whether or not one fully agrees with Bashkow's 
defence of Boasian anthropology or is prepared to declare himself 
or herself a neo-Boasian, Bashkow's article provides an insightful 
and critical revisitation of an important point in the hi story of 
anthropology. More importantly, his alticle illuminates for us how 
Boasian anthropology developed the concept of culture and how 
that conceptualization is still preserved in our present understanding 
when we conceive of culture as being " necessa rily eclectic and 
expansive" (Bashkow 2004:446). 
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(Strllctllral-)FlInctionalism and the Shift from " Culture" to 
"Society" 

In Algonali ts of the Western Pacific , Ma linowski ( 1922 :24) states, 
" One may argue whether any propositi on in the shape of " thi s is the 
outline of a culture" must necessa rily be taken as a sta tement about 
the " fin al goa l" of etlU1ography." While Tylor introduced the concept 
to the di sc ipline so as to prov ide an outline for the study of human 
li ves, Ma linowski, in an attempt to offer a functionali st account of 
human lives, took the concept one step further by questioning the 
very goa l of anthropological inquity. The evolutioni st goal, in other 
words, was to advance a worki ng definiti on of culture so as to provide 
a fo cu s fo r the sc ie ntifi c s tud y of huma n li ves, w hereas the 
functionali st goa l - already entrenched in what they beli eved to be a 
scientific endea vour - was to refine, or even redefine, the concept to 
refl ect more accurately the nature of the functional interrelationships 
they observed in human societies. Malinowski 's ( 1922:25) fa mous 
quote, "The final goa l ... is to grasp the nati ve 's point of view, hi s 
[sic] rel ati on to life, to reali se hi s vision of hi s world" indicates a 
shift away from the conceptualization of culture as a purely analytica l 
construct imposed on the nati ve's world in order for anthropologists 
to understand it to the conceptualizati on of culture as something 
produced, understood, and engaged in by nati ves themse lves . His 
statements suggest that he fe lt that "culture" was too vague a term to 
desc ribe the actual inner wo rkings of a human soc iety. "Culture" 
was something that an anthro pologist, f ro m the pos iti on of an 
obj ecti ve analyst , was abl e to sketch out onl y roug hl y from 
observations of people 's lives, w hile the rea l des ire was to produce, 
tlu'ough participant-observation, more meticulously detail ed accounts 
of the fun ctional needs and components of human societi es. 

Despi te hi s ca uti on of th e use of the concept of culture, 
Malinowski nevertheless proposed an organic analogy to the study 
of culture: 

[A]ny theory of cu lture has to start from the organic needs of man, and 
if it succeeds in relat ing (to them) the more complex , ind irect, but 
perhaps fu ll y imperative needs of the type whi ch we ca ll spi ri tual or 
economic or soc ial, it will suppl y li S with a set of ge neral laws sllch as 
we need in sOllnd sc ienti fic theory ( 1944:72-73). 

Questioning the relati onship betwee n the culture concept and the 
anthropolog ica l enterprise, rather than mistrusting or abandoning 
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th e concept entire ly, M alinowski propo se d a more ri goro us 
exami nation and theorization of the concept. I-li s theolY of the 
organic nature of culture still places at the forefront the investigation 
of basic human needs and the development of institutions in order 
to achieve the functiona l integration of these needs. Malinowski's 
approach to cul ture ultimately attempts to push the concept away 
from abstraction while infusing it with a di stincti ve ly fun ctionali st 
characteri stic. 

Differing fro m Malinowski in hi s rej ecti on of individual needs, 
Radcl iffe-Brown, interested more in social continuity, focused on 
the conditions under which social structures are maintained (Edwards 
and Neutzling 1999). Like Malinowski, however, Radcli ffe-Brown 
also "established an analogy between social li fe and organic li fe to 
explain the concept of function" (Edwards and Neutzl ing 1999). 
Neve11heless, hi s desire to examine how social o rder is maintained 
led to his adoption of the organic analogy onl y insofa r as it served to 
illuminate aspects of social li fe or, more spec ifica lly, the functional 
integrati on of institutions (soc ial structures). Unli ke Malinowski, 
Radcliffe-Brown saw no necessity for the concept of culture as the 
guiding concept of anth ropology because it was too nebulous a 
concept and did not prov ide an adequate framework for which to 
dea l speci fica ll y with the nature of human interacti on within social 
struchl res . In fac t, he clea rly stated, " We ca n observe the acts of 
behaviour of .. . indi viduals, including . . . their acts of speech, and 
the materi al products of past actions. We do not observe a ' cul ture,' 
since that word denotes, not any concrete rea lity, but an abstracti on" 
(Radcl iffe-Brown 1940 :2; cf. Brumann 1999:S4). Hence, in the 
struchlral-functionali st view from Radcliffe-B rown 's perspecti ve , 
the notion of cul ture is seen as an abstraction that does not explain 
anything about the concrete rea lity of continuously unfoldi ng social 
relations. 

The struchlral-functionali st emphasis on aChta l, observable, social 
relations is perhaps the primalY reason fo r its suspicion of the concept 
of cul ture . Within structural-functionali st di scourse, "culture" was 
replaced by "society. " "Cul ture" was seen as something that referred 
to the conscious or unconscious shared knowledge that resided in 
people's minds and , fo r that reason, was beyond the task of the 
anthropologist to decipher. "Society," on the other hand , referred to 
the actua l inte raction and soc ia l re latio ns between people and 
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institutions. With thi s shi ft from "culture" to "society," structural­
functionali sts sought to establish a more empiri ca ll y based approach 
to the anthropologica l study of human li ves, one that wo uld rej ect 
culture as a " fant asti c re ifica tion of abstractions" in favour of 
"actually occurring social relati ons" (Radcliffe-Brown 1940: 10) . 

Wimmer ( 1999:S20) points out, " [n functiona list anth ropology 
... 'society ' was usually thought to be synonymous with an ethni c 
group (the Ta ll ells i, the Z inaca ntecos, the Hopi). Culture, ethnic 
group , and soc iety we re co nceptu a ll y pe rce ived as congruent 
entities." I venture to say that the same a rgument holds true of 
structural-functionali st anthropology as we ll. A reading of Radcli ffe­
Brown's ( 1965) expli cation of the function of the mother 's brother 
in South Afri ca gives one the impression that, although he is speaking 
spec ifically about the parti cular patterns of behav iour of different 
South Afri can tribes with regards to the imp0l1ance attached to the 
relati onship of mother 's brother and sister 's son, he inadve 11entl y 
equates "society" with the larger cul ture of the BaThonga peopl e, 
the Bantu tribes, the Hottentots, and so forth. 

R ad c liffe -Brow n 's ac kn ow ledge m e nt o f the need fo r a 
comparative anal ys is of institutions across societi es al so implicitl y 
alludes to the larger not ion of cultural context. [f hi s goa l was to 
understand how social structures are maintained, he must necessa ril y 
treat societies in their own terms. Thus, a comparati ve analysis of 
the social structures in different soc ieties is incongruent with thi s 
endeavour. How ca n an understanding of those institutions in one 
soc iety be applicable to the ana lys is of those in another society 
without refe rence to the larger cul tural context? A stati c treatment 
of society as an independent entity capable of reproducing social 
structures necessa ril y fail s in recogniz ing the agency of soc ial actors 
who intera ct with, maintain , or reproduce those structures. 

T he issue of co mparat ive anal ys is within the functiona li s t 
paradigm has also been criti c ized for be ing one of its theoret ica l 
limitations. Edwa rds and Neutzling (1 999), fo r instance, draw 
attention to "the di fficulti es posed by Ma linowski's argument that 
every cul ture be understood in its own terms, that is, every institution 
be seen as a product of the culture w ithin whi ch it developed. 
Fo llowing thi s, a cross-cultural compari son of institutions is a fa lse 
enterpri se in that it wo uld be comparing incomparabl es." This 
criticism suggests another reason why Radcliffe-Brown might have 
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wa nted to avoid the di scussion of culture in favour of " society." 
The stru ctu ral-fu nctiona li st rep lacement of one term with another 
perhaps remains a matter of redefining terminology rather than 
fundamenta ll y reshap ing the anth ropo logica l understand ing of 
culture or the goa l of the di scipline in general. 

C ultural Ecology and the Advancement of a T heory of Culture 
Cultural eco logists embraced the concept of culture by attempting 

to adva nce a theo ry of culture whi ch looked specifica ll y at the 
processes and technologies people used to adapt to their environment. 
White, fo r instance, proposed the scientific study of " the distinct 
order of phenomena tenned culture" (1975: 129) . He beli eved that 
cultures should be explained, not in terms of psychology, biology, 
physiology, and more, but in terms of 'cuIturology ' - in other words, 
in terms of itse lf(S mith 1999). This proposition is signifi cant in the 
hi stOlY of the di scipline and offers a unique perspecti ve from which 
to approach the debate over the (f)utility of the cul ture concept in 
anthropologica l investiga ti ons. For the first time in the di scipline, 
an explicit theOlY of culture emerged as a result of an increased 
in te rest in ana lyzing the concept on its own terms rather than 
employing it as an overarching concept to refer to numerous other 
processes. White's proposa l for the study of cul turology is actually 
more inclusive than narrow because, while it attempts to delimit the 
e lements of soc ial li fe which fa ll under the category of culture, it 
opens lip fo r fllliher inqui ry what processes are indeed associated 
with cul ture. Thi s line of inquilY and attempt to refine the concept 
problematizes taken fo r granted notions of cul ture and, subsequently, 
urges fo r a more standardi zed treatment of the concept w ithin the 
discipline. As Kuper ( 1999:247) suggests, "Unl ess we separate out 
the various processes that are lumped together under the heading of 
cul ture, and then look beyond the fie ld of cul ture to other processes, 
we will not get fa r in understanding any of it. " 

White's ambitious proposal fai ls, however, in its over-insistence 
on the independence of culture, cl aiming fo r instance that " the 
autonomy of culture, its log ica l independence of its human carri ers, 
has been sensed by scholars for many yea rs: culture constitutes a 
process of sui generis" ( 1975:6) . Absurd and unfo lil1l1ate claims 
li ke this led to the di srepute of White 's theory of culture. Celiainly, 
even the most amate ur theorist of culture should take into account 
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some degree of human age ncy, for how culture could possibly exist 
without human ca rrie rs is indeed a mystery. Nonetheless, if White's 
intention was to shock hi s contemporaries by putting forth a theoty 
of culture that fl ew in the face of all previous understandings of the 
concept of culture, he most certainly succeeded on that point. 

Like White, Juli an Stewa rd ( 1955) also embraced the concept of 
culture by introducing the notion of a cul ture core . T hi s new concept 
not only enabled an examination of the features of a people 's shared 
way oflife that are most related to subsistence, but, more impotiantly, 
it se rved to "suppl e ment th e us ua l hi stor ica l approac h of 
anthropology in order to determine the creative processes invo lved 
in the adaptation of culture to its environment" (Steward 1955:30). 
Steward 's astute description of hi s ideas as a "supplement" to the 
hi sto rica l ap proach of anthropology is important because hi s 
approach is a dy na mic combination of both diachronic and 
synchroni c anal ys is . Steward was interested not only in the 
synchronic analysis of how features of socia l, political, and religious 
li fe of human societies are related to subsis tence activities and 
economic arrangements , but also in seeking to expl ain how "over 
the mill ennia cultures in diffe rent environments have changed 
tremendously, and these changes are basically traceable to new 
ada ptation required by changing tec hnolo gy and productive 
arrangements" (1955:37) . 

A frequent criticism of cultural ecology is that it assigns causa l 
primacy to the environment in the exploration of the dynamics of 
culture. While it is true that cultural eco logy certainly injected an 
environmental e lement into the conceptualization of culture, it did 
not intend to assign causal primacy to this element. In fact , concerned 
about such misinterpretation, Steward re fined hi s arguments and 
sought to clarify the di stincti on between "causes, processes, and 
effec ts or manifestat ions" ( 1977: 104). Stewa rd maintains that 
"although processes may be considered causes in one sense," they 
can also be seen as "changes set in motion when more ultimate 
cultural and environmental factors are utili zed by human societi es" 
( 1977: 104). Although Steward's earli er work revea ls his interest in 
how culture is affected by its adaptation to the environment, he does 
not advocate environmental determini sm. He in fact exp licitl y 
ack no w ledges th at " all aspects of c ulture are functionally 
interdependent of one another" (Steward 1955 :3 7) . 
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French StructUl'alism and the Universal Grammal' of Culture 
Like the Boasians who advocated cu ltura l relati vism, Claude 

Levi-Strauss too , according to Kuper ( 1999:243), " urge d 
anthropologists to demonstrate that the differences between people 
are not to be measured on a single sca le, for va lues are culturally 
variable." At the same time , Levi-Strauss asselied that " human 
differences are inscribed upon a conunon foundation [and that] the 
measure of human uniformity is our common ability to lea rn , to 
borrow, [and] to assimilate" (Kuper 1999 :243). With this focus on 
the "deep structures" of the human mind, Levi-Strauss proposed a 
radically different way of approaching the question of culture. 

Culture for Levi-Strauss was no longer an independent entity to 
be observed or described , for it actuall y resides in "the structures 
that li e beneath the s ur face of everyday behav iour" (Ba rrett 
1999: 142). In other words, Levi-Strauss stressed that culture li es in 
the principle binary oppositions that characterize the deep structures 
of people 's minds and, imbued with spec ific symbolic meaning, it is 
an expression of those underlyi ng principles. Most people - even 
those intensely engaged in the debate over the concept of culture -
would agree that Levi-Strauss ' theoreti ca l contributions marked a 
signifi ca nt shift in the conceptualization of culture, from a previous 
material phase to a more symbolic phase (Pasquinelli 1996).3 

Another di stinct feature of Levi-Strauss ' conceptualization of 
culture is his linguisti c analogy, which radically di ffers from past 
conceptu a li za tions w hich ofte n employed organic analogies. 
Viewing structures through lingui stic lenses, Levi-Strauss, acco rding 
to Oliner (200 I :650), "sought to establish the uni versa l grammar of 
culture, the ways in which units of cultural di scourse are created (by 
the principle of binary opposition) , arranged and combined to 
produce the actual culhlral productions ... that antlu'opologists record. " 
Put simply, culture is seen as inextricab ly linked to structures of the 
mind and expressed through di scourse . In establishing a uni versa l 
grammar of culture, Levi-Strauss could treat culture like a language 
and set about the task of decoding how various cultural institutions 
constitute codes or messages (Barrett 1999: 143) . This latter emphasis 
on how va rious cultural institutions constitute codes or messages is 
criti cal to the Levi-Stra ussian goa l of understanding the phenomena 
of culture. His interest in cross-cultural expressions of the deep 
structures and processes of the human mind insp ired hi s ri gorous 
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comparative anal yses of myths in w hi ch he was ultimately seek ing 
to di scern the "deep unity" which underli es them (Lev i-Strauss 1960). 

Lev i-Strauss ' proposition that cultures are primarily systems of 
c lass ificat ion (O rtner 200 I :65 0) was not onl y a tremendous ly 
important contribution to anthropology, but also to other di sc iplines 
such as literalY studies. The emphasis on binalY oppositional thinking 
g rea tl y influenced others w ithin and outsi de the di sc ipline to 
recogni ze how cultural phenomena are both exp ressions of these 
oppositions as we ll as reworkings of them to produce culturally 
mea ningful statements of, or reflec ti ons upon , order (Ortn er 
200 I :65 1). More importantly, hi s " rather austere emphasis on the 
arbitrariness of meaning" (Ortner 200 1: 652) is perhaps the primaIY 
reason for hi s popularity with those looking for an alternati ve to the 
conventional notion of culture as a conglomerati on of va rious 
institutions canying fi xed meanings. His insistence that "a ll meaning 
is established by contrasts [and that] nothing carries any meaning in 
itse lf' (Oliner 200 I :652) is a refreshing ly cogent argument as we ll 
as a philosophically intrigu ing one. 

Barrett 's claim ( 1999: 144) that "one of the characteri sti cs of 
structurali sts has been their w illingness to tackle deep philosophi ca l 
problems" is appropriate, but perhaps even an understatement in 
Levi-Strauss 's case. Lev i-Strauss' conceptua lizati on of culture was 
both unique and thought-provoking in that he pushed the limits of 
cu ltural inquilY by questioning the velY bas ic structures of the human 
mind which we uni versa ll y share. The appea l of hi s ideas rests on 
the fact that he did not s imply make ge ne rali za ti ons about celiain 
kinds of cultures (such as the evo lutioni s t ge ne ra li za ti on of 
characteristics of cultures as they progress from primitive to more 
ci vili zed states) , nor was he interested in treating cultures as di screte 
soc ieti es. Instead, he sought to make gene rali za ti ons about what 
humans fundamentally share and how an understanding of that basic 
cOl11mon foundation can enable us to understand more precise ly 
cul tural va riations in the world . 

Symbolic Anthropology and the Semiotic Theory of Culture 
A lthough Geeliz and Turner are both associated w ith symbolic 

anthropology, they certa inly differ in their approach to the concept 
of culture. Tumer, in fac t, does not exp li citly di scuss the concept to 
the same extent as Geertz does. This difference may be attri buted to 
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the fact that Turner was trained in the tradition of British social 
anthropology while Geet1z was firm ly entrenched in the tradi ti on of 
American cultural anthropology. Despite their differences, the two 
share a conunon interest in symbols and human behaviour and their 
des ire to understand how these symbols and behaviours mutually 
sustain each other as an integrated whole or as a cu ltural system 
(Sewell 1999: 39). Geet1z 's interest resides in the question of how 
symbols shape the way social actors see, feel , and think about the 
world , or, in other words , how symbols operate as ve hicles of 
"culture." In Turner 's case, hi s interest li es less in how symbols act 
as "vehicles" of or "windows" into culture, but more in how symbols 
act as operators in social process and social transformations (Ortner 
200 1:645-647).4 Despite these different views of the function of 
symbols, one can glean from symbolic anthropology a distinctive 
conceptualization of culture as a system of symbolic meaning. 

For Geet1Z, culture is a semioti c concept and should be seen as 
"a te xt written by th e natives , which the anthropologist must 
interpret ... Culture, thus , becomes a system of s ig ns socia ll y 
constructed at the moment of the ir interpretati on" (Pasquinelli 
1996:64). This emphasis on interpretation is crucial to Geet1z's 
theory of culture. Although Ortner (200 I :645) claims that Geertz 
was responsible for giving the elusive concept of culture "a relatively 
fi xed locus," and thus gave it "a degree of objectivity," one should 
not conclude that Geet1z saw "culture" as an ontologically objective 
entity ca pabl e of being s impl y observed or recorded by 
anthropologists. In fact , in hi s discussion of the idea of etlmographic 
" th ick description," he express ly states that "what we call our data 
are reall y only our own constructions of other people's constructions 
of what they and their compatriots are up to" (Geet1Z 1973a:9). 

The notion of interpretat ion is central to Geet1z 's approach to 
understanding the operation of symbols in cultural systems, for he 
recognizes that understanding (of a cultural system of signs) is built 
upon "constructions of others ' constructions," and that interpretations 
are the closest anthropologists could possibly get to the meaning of 
cultural symbols (Geertz 1973a:9) . Interpretat ion and understanding 
are made possibl e by the fact that the symbol systems that make up 
a cu ltu re "are as pub li c as marriage and as obse rvab le as agriculture" 
(Geet1Z 1973a:9). Hi s shift in focus away from meaning towards 
interpretation indicates what he believes to be a more adequate 
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approach to understanding how people themselves see, construct, 
and operate wit hin c ul ture. Interpretatio n thu s ena bl es 
anthropologists to read and decipher the codes inscribed in the 
cu ltural texts that people themselves write using the symbols and 
signs available to them. 

Despite hi s emphasis on the primacy of "natives '" interpretations 
for an understanding of cultura l phenomenon, Geel1z nevertheless, 
in subtl e and sophi st icated ways , assig ns authority to his own 
interpretation of natives' accounts, thereby making hi s interpretive 
app roac h to cu lture iron ica ll y similar to earli er descriptive accounts 
of culture. In his ana lysis of the Balinese cockfight (Geertz 1973b) , 
for instance, he makes g reat efforts to describe hi s transition from 
being an invisible " intruder" and "nonperson" in a remote Balinese 
village to becoming "suddenly the center of all attention, the obj ect 
of a great outpouring of wa rmth , interest, and, most especia ll y, 
amusement" (Geertz 1973b:4 15) . This description, intended to 
demonstrate his metamorphosis from the status of a "Distinguished 
Visitor" to that of a "covillage r" also attempts to lend authority to 
his subsequent account of the Balinese cockfight. Having gained 
initiation into the village, Geertz supposed ly acquires the ability and 
authority to access natives ' interpretations. Hence, the initiation 
into the village is also a symbolic ently into the rea lm of culture 
where the possibilities of interpretat ion are greater than from his 
position as an outsider. By reinforcing the dichotomous notion of 
insider/outsider positions in ethnographic fieldwork, Geertz presents 
a picture of culture which suggests that a " cultural text" emerges 
on ly when analysts are better positioned to interpret it. Ultimately, 
the tone ofGeet1z's account of the Balinese cockfight is sti ll one of 
authoritative recapitu lat ion rather than interpretive description. 

In spite of the theoretical limitations of hi s interpret ive approach, 
Geertz's semioti c theOlY of cu lture is an important contribution to 
anthropology because, according to Ortner, "the focus on symbols 
was for Geertz and many others heuristica lly liberat ing : it told them 
where to find what they wanted to study. Yet the point about symbols 
as such was never an end in itse lf' (200 1 :645). The larger goa l is to 
understand how people interpret their si tuat ions in order to act within 
certain institutional orders (Ortner 200 1 :645). Geel1z's synchronic 
analysis of symbolic processes within a cu ltural system is a refreshing 
break from the discipline 's ea rli er preoccupation wi th the 
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examination of cultural difference (Sewell 1999:49). FUl1hermore, 
Geertz himse lf claims that hi s theory of culture is "a narrowed, 
speciali zed concept of culture" because he sees it as " theoretica ll y 
more powerful" (1973a:9). This acknowledgement suggests that 
the concept of culture was being recognized as a theoretically potent 
or evocative concept. 

Critics of Geet1z 's conceptuali zation of culture point out hi s 
di sregard of the relations of power and domination which inextricably 
link cultural products to their hi storical production (Sewe ll 1999:36). 
This latter point gives practice theory and its conceptualization of 
the political economy of culhlre an advantage over Geertz's stri ctly 
semiotic theOlY of culture. 

Practice Theory and the Political Economy of Culture 
Pierre Bourdieu shifts the anthropological focus on structures 

and systems to persons and practices. As Ortner points out, thi s 
shift can also be seen as "a shi ft fro m static, synchronic analyses to 
diachronic , processual ones" (200 1:674). Bourdieu 's focu s on 
persons and practices evidently ascribes much agency to social actors 
themselves, who until then had been treated by ea rli er theori sts as 
secondary to the social institutions which were presumed to be 
independent entities exel1ing influence over people 's lives. Despite 
Bourdieu's emphasis on human agency, he neve rtheless stresses the 
group embedded ness of individual action (Swartz 1996:76) . Indeed, 
what gives practice theory much theoretical power is that, while it 
takes into acco unt human agency, it does not over-exaggerate it to 
the point of losing sight of the larger social and cultural context in 
which indi viduals are embedded. The recognition of the ongoing 
relationship between acto rs and institutions is what enables practice 
theOlY to pose interesting questions such as those which examine 
why pat1icular customs, behaviours, and social orders are reproduced 
over time. 

For Bourdieu, culture is a meaning structure, infe rring that it is 
not simply some stati c entity that shapes or restricts people 's li ves, 
nor is it so mething that is unprobl emati ca ll y, consciously or 
unconsciousl y shared. He saw culture as something that allows 
people to make sense of their li ves and to make claims about soc ial 
o rder. It is prec ise ly this point about social order which makes 
Bourdieu 's theOlY of culhlre most politically engaging. Bourdieu 
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addresses the importa nt relati ons betwee n culture, stratification, and 
power. Swal1z (1 996 :76) confirms thi s view when he states that, 
from Bourdieu 's perspecti ve , "culture, then, is not devo id of politica l 
content but rather is an express ion of it. " View ing culture as 
intrica te ly entw ined w ith s trati fica tio n and powe r, " Bourdi eu 
deve lop[ ed] a politi ca l economy of symbolic practices that includ[ ed] 
a theolY of symboli c interests, a theory of cultural capital, and a 
theo lY of symboli c power" (Swartz 1996:76). 

Bourd ieu sees the struggle for soc ial recognition as a fundamental 
dimension of a ll soc ial life. According to Swa rtz (1 996 :73) , 
"Bourdieu rej ects the idea that social ex istence can be segmented 
and hierarchi ca lly organi zed into di stinct spheres , such as the soc ial, 
cultural, and the economic." Ultimately, for Bourdieu, so-called 
"culture" necessa rily embodi es these va ri ous dimensions. Although 
he explicitl y avoided the term "culture" and preferred to focus on 
"practi ce ," hi s explication of people's highly routini zed dail y li ves 
(habitus) , the maintenance of " fi elds of power," and the political 
economy of symbolic practi ces was a signi fica nt contribution to 
anthropology (Bourdi eu 1972) . Hi s theo reti ca l wo rk introduced a 
way for anth ropologists to conceptuali ze culture in terms of power 
and stratifi cation, as opposed to previous notions of culture which 
overlooked the internal di ve rsity with in cultures and the vested 
interests of individual actors. 

Post-Modernism and the C ritique of C ulture 
While some authors argue that the idea of culture has been in 

cri sis from the moment it bega n to take di stinct shape (Herbert 
199 1: 17), Pasquinelli argues that the debate over the concept is, more 
specifica lly, "an imported cri sis, being a consequence of the violent 
impact of post-modern criti c ism on anthropologica l paradigms" 
(1996 :54). It is in the hands of postmoderni sts that the concept truly 
became destabili zed. With them, the concept is not simply criticized 
on the grounds that it inadequately dea ls with the complexity of 
human li ves , but rathe r what is be ing questi oned is the ve ry 
cOlmecti on between the concept, the nature of etlmographic resea rch, 
and the goa ls of the di scipline. 

Lila Abu-Lughod ( 199 1), fo r instance, is perhaps one of the most 
outspoken critics of the concept. Influenced by Edward Said 's ( 1978) 
work on Ori enta li st di scourses, she unreservedl y equates the culture 
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concept with the colonialist enterprise, suggesting instead that "one 
powerful tool for unsettling the cu lture concept and subverting the 
process of ' othering' it entail s is to write 'ethnographies of the 
particular '" (Abu-Lughod 1991: 149). In add iti on, she claims that 
" by focusing on parti c ular indi vidual s a nd th e ir chang ing 
relationships, one would necessarily subvert the most problematic 
connotat ions of culture: homogeneity, coherence , and timelessness" 
( 199 1: 154). Idea l as thi s may sound, a shift towards the palticular 
is not wi thout its own set of problems, nor is such a focus the solution 
to the challenge of representat ion. Rather, it should be seen si mpl y 
as an alternati ve way (among many) of doing research and one that, 
accordingly, produces different resu lts from anot her approach. 
Celtain research des igns pose certain kinds of questions which 
require the conceptualization of "culture," while others can velY 
we ll do without it. The concept may serve as a conceptual too l in 
order to ask ce rtai n question s, evoke particular responses from 
research subj ects, or reveal important insights as to how research 
subj ects themselves conceive of or understand " culture." 

A shift towards the palticular carries with it a whole set of other 
assu mption s w hich beg further theoretical qu es tion s and 
considerations. For instance, an emphasis on the particular merely 
privileges the individual as a site of coherent meaning and, ironica lly, 
fUtthers the risk of taking the individual to serve as a metonymic 
symbol of the whole. Abu-Lughod (199 1: 154) acknowledges , 
however, that a shift to the particular necessarily enta il s capturing 
agents ' "multipl e, shifting, competing statements," which, in this 
case, suggests that agents are in fac t not a site of coherent mea ning. 
Nevertheless , the case then becomes one of trea ting an age nt' s 
shifting statements as still providing some coherent meaning in 
relation to the larger cultural context in whi ch the individual is 
embedded. 

Postmodernists contend that "culture" is a tool of modernist 
hegemony or, more precisely, "a malignant development of scientisti c 
rationalism that wields truth as power in order to di stance, control 
and oppress others" (Boggs 2004 : 190). Pasquinelli ( 1996:67) also 
points out that, because the concept has its roots in modernity, it has 
also been the instrument of master narratives which ha ve enabled 
modernity to represent the other. The magnitude of these cri ti cisms 
is much falther reaching than simply saying that the nebulous concept 
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of culhlre inadequately caphlres the complexity of human lives . What 
postmoderni sts are rea ll y attacking is the foundati on upon which 
anthropology was built and the way it has continued to conduct itself 
over the last century. 

Taking thi s into considerati on, we can see how the culture concept 
is a convenient target fo r postmoderni sts as a result of its centrality 
within the disc ipline. Afte r all , if the goa l is to deconst l1lct or re invent 
conve ntional ethnographic practices, why not sta rt with a criti ca l 
anal ysis of the very concept that enabl ed, from its inception, the 
di scipline to take shape? Thi s desire to break from the moderni st 
traditi on through atte mpts to destabili ze the culture concept suggests 
that the larger issue at hand is perhaps not the concept itse lf, but 
rather its association with ea rl y moderni st philosophy. If thi s is 
indeed the case, it suggests that the rig id post-modern view of the 
concept "assumes that analyti c constructs such as culture do not and 
cannot change as they engage new insights, emphases and topics" 
(Brightman 1995 : 541 ). Brightman raises a cogent point here because, 
indeed, the postmoderni st c ritici sm tends to trea t the concept 
uniformly as though its conceptuali zation in current research is not 
altogether di fferent from its use within the evolutioni st framework. 

Counter-arguments to postmodernism suggest that there would, 
in fact , be no debate ove r the culture co ncept if the cri s is of 
representati on were not exaggerated. Geuijen, for instance , argues 
that " ift his criticism [the crisis of representat ion] is taken seriously 
in anthropo logy, not only the notion of representation should be 
reje.cted, but anthropo logy as such has to cease existi ng in its present 
form " ( 1995 :xv i) . T he rea l crisis appea rs to be the issue of 
representa tion in genera l an cl not necessa ril y the issue of the 
rep resentat ion of "culture(s)" specificall y. One could also argue 
that the post-mode rn emphasis on reflex ivi ty actua ll y suggests that 
one coul d offer better or more soph istica ted re presentat ions of 
"cultu re" by incorporati ng techni ques of sty lized se lf- reflection. 

Pasquinelli 's ( 1996:69) description of the vacuum left by the crisis 
of the culture concept due to the clash between moderni ty and post­
modernity is an acc urate one whi ch s imultaneously brings into 
question the future of anthropolog ical knowledge. Handler asselts 
that " anthropologists today do velY littl e culture theo lY; rather, like 
their co lleagues in cultural studies, they theori ze race/cl ass/gender! 
power, the state, the body, the gaze, hegemony, resistance, and so 
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on" (1997 :77). If this is the case, it does not appear that the absence 
of a cu lture concept wo uld significantly a lter the shape of the 
di sc ipline. In fac t, one could argue that the work of post-modern 
anthropologi sts illu strates the discipline 's lack of uniformity by 
demonstrating how the concept of culture is neither singular nor an 
invariable analytical categOly. On the other hand, if the culture 
concept is doomed to become a mere archaism, the future of 
anthropological knowledge is indeed full of uncerta inty g ive n the 
concept 's long-standing centrality within the di scipline. 

The vacuum that would be left by the di scarding of the concept 
would need to be fill ed if anthropology were to continue meaningfull y 
with its proj ects. Suggestions such as Renato Rosa ldo 's ca lling for 
a " remaking of social analysis ... with a view toward redefi ning the 
concept of culture" ( 1989 :208; cf. Brightman 1995:5 10) is at best 
hopeful but is still rather vague in terms of suggesting a meaningful 
direction for the future of anthropological knowledge. The post­
modern rhetoric which presents culture as a concept in need of 
redefiniti on or one that is an antiquity from the past to be transcended 
or replaced (Brightman 1995 :509) is ultimately unproductive and 
remains simply within the realm of rhetoric while it does not aChlally 
bring to the table a more convincing, constructi ve , or practi ca l 
replacement for the concept of culture. 

While some postmoderni sts adamantly urge for the complete 
rep laceme nt of the culture concept, others like Clifford (1986) more 
moderately acknowledge that culture is "a construct va luable for its 
pluralism and relativism but seriously fl awed in its primordialist 
assumptions" (B ri ghtman 1995 :528). In addition , Clifford even 
desc ribes himse lf as "strai ning for a concept that can prese rve 
culture 's differentiating functions while conceiving of collective 
identity as a hybrid , often di scontinuou s inventi ve proc ess" 
(1988: 10). Such an admission from a key fi gure associated w ith 
post-modern anthropological thought is an important step out of the 
vacuum created by post-modern criticisms of the culture concept. 
Indeed, when Clifford ( 1988) argues that "culture" should be 
replaced, he does not do so flippantly wi th the so le goa l of di sca rding 
the concept entirely because it has little wOl1h. He maintains instead 
that "culture" should " be rep laced by some set of relations that 
preserves the concept 's differenti al and relat ivist functions" (Clifford 
1988:274). Without thi s proposed direction for the future of the 
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concept , the debate itse lf ove r the co ncep t w ill be doomed to 
recycling the same arguments and definiti ons while s imultaneously 
reducing the complex ity of the concept to mere rhetori c. 

Conclusion: Recapitul ation of the Debate 
From its incepti on in the evo lutioni st framework to its debatable 

utili ty in the post-modern age , "culture" has proven to be a dynamic, 
complex , and engaging concept that has clearly demonstrated its 
stay ing power w ithin the di scipline. Despite claims that it is nothing 
but "a sort of proto-concept that anth ropolog ists could do ve ry we ll 
w ithout" (Ge llner 1985; cf. Pasquinelli 1996:53), it does not appea r 
that the concept w ill go away soon judg ing from the volume of 
writing that scholars have dedica ted to the to pic. Wimmer suggests 
that, " instead of try ing to 'save culture ' on the level of definiti ons, 
one can do thi s by res ituating the concept in a paradig mati c 
framework that avoids the pitfa ll s offunctionalism and helmeneutics" 
( 1999:S26). Put simply, one can certa inly engage with the concept 
more critica lly by understanding previous formulati ons of the concept 
and the co mplex hi storica l co ntex t w ithin whi ch it a rose. As 
Brightman aptly points out, "When we encounter arguments today 
that the culture constructs should be abandoned, we must naturally 
wonder which of its formul ati ons fro m among all the poss ibl e ones 
we should be rid of' (1995:527) . 

The deve lopment of the concept of culture w ithin anth ropology 
is an hi stori ca l accretion of ideas . It would be negligent (not to 
mention imposs ibl e) for one to di sca rd the concept entirel y, the reby 
denying it of its complex hi s to ry. Brumann a rgues , "whether 
anthropologists li ke it or not, it appea rs that people - and not only 
those w ith power - want culture, and they often wa nt it in precise ly 
the bounded, rei fied, essentiali zed, and timeless fas hion that most 
of us now reject" ( 199 1: II ). Thi s cla im provides further reason fo r 
w hy anthropolog ists should be more attenti ve to the concept of 
culture beca use, as Bruma nn ( 199 1) sugges ts, soc ia l actors 
themselves have a vested interest in the concept. Hence, its util ity 
despite critiques of its futility, presents anthropolog ists with the 
unique chall enge of continuing to refl ect on its analyti ca l use w ithin 
the di scipline w hil e also considering the politi cs surrounding its 
employment in va ri ous contexts. 
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Notes 

I See Robert Brightman's (1995) article titl ed "Forget Culture: 
Replacement , Transcendence , Relexification" for a deta il ed 
di scussion of the objections to the notion of culture based on the 
oppositive pairs of meaning signifi ed by the concept itself. 

1 I make a distinction here between " useful" and "relevant" because 
I believe that even those who argue that the concept is not useful 
would agree that it is still relevant. Even refutations of the concept 
necessa ril y entail a re-visitation and reexamination of the concept, 
whi ch suggests that it is certainly not an inconsequential one. 

3 I borrovved thi s di stinction from Pasquinelli ( 1996). She, however, 
also includes an additional abstract phase which she believes 
preceded the symboli c phase. In the abstract phase she discusses 
Boasian anthropology and the work of structural -functiona lists. I 
purpose ly omitted thi s phase in my di scussion here because it is 
irrelevant for the point I wish to make about Levi-Strauss ' theoretica l 
contributions. Also , Pasquinelli does not actually mention Levi­
Strauss in the symbolic phase , yet I be li eve that, although himself 
not firmly planted within the tradition, his contributions at least paved 
the way for figures later associated with it. 

4 I mention Turner only briefly here and will focus my attention 
instead on Geertz beca use, fo r the purposes of this paper, I wish to 
illustrate ho w Geet1z 's explicit proposa l for a semiotic theory of 
culture was an important contribution in the theoretical development 
of the concept. One could certai nl y argue, however, that Turner's 
emphasis on ritual processes and socia l transformations was a more 
impot1ant methodolog ical contribution to anthropology because it 
enabled a better understanding of how culture is constructed and 
maintained through these processes. Nevet1heless, I choose to focus 
on Geertz fo r hi s more expli cit di scussion of the concept of culture. 
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