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Culture: What Makes It All Work  

Course Syllabus 
Description: 
Ask two anthropologists for a definition of culture and you will get two different answers. 
Cu1ture, like conscience, is one of those elusive concepts that we know is there, but we cannot 
easily define. Generally, culture has to do with the shared ideas, concepts, ideologies and 
beliefs that we acquire as part of becoming societal members. It is what makes us "us" as 
opposed to "them" or "the other." Sometimes the term "constructed reality" is used to underlie 
the fact that culture is more than a mental representation of the social world in which we live as 
it also constructs for us the dimensions of the social world—and even our perception of the 
physical world—in which we operate. 

Two main tbeoretica1 dimensions have developed that are used to account for human behavior. 
One is by reference to our expectations of the consequences of our behavior and the then acting 
in terms of our goals and assessments of those consequences. The "rational actor" of 
economics is of this nature. A second dimension is based on the observation that we act in 
accordance with the kinds of behavior that are appropriate for the identities we take on, 
identities we "learn" from our culture. An example is the fact that males and females do not ad; 
as they do just because of biological differences in their chromosomes, but act as they do in 
large part because of what your culture informs you about male and female gender identities. 
 
While we have had over a hundred years of research and numerous theories (and even anti- 
theories) —functionalisrn, materialism, structuralism, and the excesses of post-modernism—
we have not yet developed a good way to represent what we mean by culture or to deconstruct 
culture into its basic elements and how they combine and interact to make that whole we refer 
to as culture. This course will examine some of the basic questions that are addressed in our 
study of what we mean by culture with new theories and methods that allow us to begin to do 
quasi-experimental research into the nature of culture. We will make extensive use of multi-
agent simulation as a way to examine how culture can be both "supra-organic" yet be 
embedded imperfectly in the minds of culture bearers. In this course We will attempt to arrive 
at a better understanding of what we mean by the "us/them” dichotomy that underlies much of 
the racism and other forms of discrimination that exist in the world, and better understand the 
way in which the individual and institutional levels we use as a framework to understand 
human behavior are dependent upon the cu1tural world within which we exist and act. 

Texts 
Required: 
Cronk, Lee 1999 That Complex Whole. Westview Press: Boulder. 
 
Morrison, R. Bruce and C. Roderick: Wilson (editors) 2002 Ethnographic Essays in Cultural 
Anthropology. F. E. Peacock Publishers, Itasca. 
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