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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.

as Miner wrote it what it is

a shrine in every house,
with a magic box

bathroom and
mirror cabinet

daily mouth rites with hog
hairs and magical powders brushing teeth

“holy-mouth men”
who dig holes in teeth dentists

Nacirema = American backwards: our own customs, seen from outside

Making the familiar strange: Miner’s joke decoded.
Must-know for engaging with anthropology:
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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
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Area Key content
key concepts belief and knowledge, change, culture, identity, materiality, power,

social relations, society, symbolism
method participant observation; ethnography; emic and etic views
thinking ethnocentrism, cultural relativism, reflexivity, comparison
example Fei Xiaotong’s ripples: social relations in rural China
Paper 1 three questions on an unseen text; a big question; HL ethics

question

The nine key concepts
The course uses nine key concepts 核心概念. Each is a question you can ask of any
social situation:

Concept Question it asks Example
belief and
knowledge

what do people take to be
true, and how?

ideas about what causes illness

change what is changing, and why? young villagers moving to cities
for work

culture 文化 what ways of life are learned
and shared?

table manners, ways of greeting

identity
身份认同

how do people see themselves
and others?

being a “local” or an “outsider”
in a city

materiality
物质性

how do objects shape and
carry meaning?

a red envelope (hongbao) with
money at New Year

power 权力 who can make others do
things, and how?

who speaks first at a family
meal

social
relations
社会关系

how are people connected,
and with what duties?

the obligations between friends
and relatives

society 社会 how is a group organised as a
whole?

a village, a school, a nation

symbolism
象征

what do things stand for? white clothes for mourning in
China, black in Europe

An answer never names a concept alone: it uses the concept to explain real material
(the passage, or an ethnography you have studied).
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red envelope
(hongbao)

materiality
how does the object

carry meaning?

symbolism
what does the red
colour stand for?

social relations
who must give to

whom, with what duty?

power
who gives, who

receives, how much?

One object, four key concepts: each asks a different question of it.

Participant observation and ethnography
Anthropologists are known for participant observation 参与观察: living with a
group for a long time, often a year or more, joining in its everyday life while watching
and asking questions. Bronisław Malinowski made this the core of the discipline: from
1915 to 1918 he lived in the Trobriand Islands, off the coast of New Guinea, learned
the language and pitched his tent in the village.

Bronisław Malinowski with Trobriand Islanders, 1918: he lived in the village for
months, the model for participant observation
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complete
observer

watches the canteen
from a window

observer as
participant

sits in, takes notes,
asks a few questions

participant as
observer

eats there every day;
everyone knows why

complete
participant

a member who studies
the group in secret

more distance: less access more access: less distance, and ethics to weigh

Participant observation runs from watching to taking part (Gold, 1958).

The written result is an ethnography 民族志: a detailed account of the life of one
group, based on fieldwork. Anthropologists try to give two views:
• the emic 主位 view: how members of the group understand their own world, in

their own words;
• the etic客位 view: the outsider’s analysis, which compares the group with others.

Thinking like an anthropologist
• Ethnocentrism 民族中心主义: judging other cultures by the standards of your

own, as Miner’s readers did before they saw the joke.
• Cultural relativism 文化相对主义: trying to understand a practice within its

own cultural context before you judge it. (Understanding is not the same as ap-
proving.)

• Reflexivity 反身性: thinking about how your own background (age, gender, na-
tionality, class) shapes what you see and what people tell you.

• Comparison 比较研究: anthropology compares many societies, so that assump-
tions that seem natural in one place become visible.

A Chinese example. Fei Xiaotong 费孝通, a student of Malinowski, became
China’s best-known anthropologist. In From the Soil (1947) he compared social re-
lations in rural China and the West. In a Chinese village, he wrote, each person
stands at the centre of circles of relationships, like the ripples that spread when a
stone is thrown into water: close family first, then relatives, then neighbours, with
duties growing weaker further out. In Western societies, he argued, people belong to
groups with clear edges, like bundles of straw, and all members of a group have the
same rights. The comparison helps explain why personal connections (guanxi 关系)
matter so much in Chinese life.
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self
family

relatives
fellow villagers

strangers

ripples: the Chinese village

each person sits at the centre of their own rings;
duties grow weaker further out

club church company

bundles: Western societies

groups with clear edges; members
have equal rights inside each group

Fei Xiaotong’s comparison: relations spread out like ripples, or are bundled into
groups with clear edges.

Answering Paper 1
Paper 1 gives you an unseen text: an extract from an ethnography. The first questions
ask you to identify and explain what the text shows; the last asks one of the course’s
big questions, such as the IB’s sample: How are we the same as and different from
each other? Discuss with references to at least two sources of ethnographic material
and examples from the passage.
1. Read the passage for the scene: who does what, where, and why.
2. Mark what surprises you: a surprise often shows one of your own assumptions.
3. Name the concept that explains it (power, symbolism, social relations ...).
4. Bring in ethnography you have studied that shows the same concept in another

place.

the scene
who does what,

where, why

the surprise
it shows one of

your assumptions

the concept
power, symbolism,
social relations ...

other
ethnography

the same concept
in another place

Scene, surprise, concept, comparison.
Worked plan. A passage describes gift-giving at a wedding in a village. Same: in
every society studied, gifts create relationships and duties (Marcel Mauss, The Gift,
1925; topic 02). Different: what is given, by whom, and what is expected back. In Fei
Xiaotong’s rural China, a gift’s size depends on how close the giver is to the centre of
the ripples. Conclusion: people share the need to build relationships, but the forms
are learned, local and changing.
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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.
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Checklist
• Paper 1: HL 2 hours, 30%; SL 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%; three questions on an

unseen text; HL ethics question.
• The nine key concepts as questions, with examples.
• Participant observation (Malinowski, Gold’s four roles); ethnography; emic and

etic.
• Ethnocentrism, cultural relativism, reflexivity, comparison; the Nacirema.
• Fei Xiaotong’s ripples and bundles; guanxi.
• The four steps and the worked plan for a big question.
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Engaging with ethnography
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). This topic covers the areas of inquiry 探究领域 and how to read
and use ethnographic material民族志材料: the books and articles anthropologists
write after fieldwork. It is examined in Paper 2 (2 hours 30 minutes, 45% at HL; 1
hour 30 minutes, 40% at SL).
In the Trobriand Islands, Malinowski watched men sail for days across open sea in
canoes, risking storms, to give away necklaces made of red shell. In return, months
later, they received armbands of white shell. Nobody kept the objects: after a time,
each one was passed on to the next partner. To a European economist this looked
mad. Why risk your life for an object you cannot keep or use? Malinowski’s answer,
in Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922), was that the kula 库拉 exchange is not
about the objects. It builds partnerships between islands, and a man becomes famous
by having held famous shells and giving them away generously.
Must-know for engaging with ethnography:
Area Key content
areas of inquiry nine areas in three groups; SL studies three, HL four
ethnographic material who, where, when, how, with which concepts
exchange the kula ring; Mauss’s gift; Yan’s Chinese village
comparison similar practices, different meanings
Paper 2 Section A: concept + area of inquiry + real-world issue;

Section B: SL one question, HL two

The nine areas of inquiry
The course groups its nine areas of inquiry in three groups. SL students study one
area from each group; HL students study a fourth from any group.
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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.

as Miner wrote it what it is

a shrine in every house,
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bathroom and
mirror cabinet

daily mouth rites with hog
hairs and magical powders brushing teeth

“holy-mouth men”
who dig holes in teeth dentists

Nacirema = American backwards: our own customs, seen from outside

Making the familiar strange: Miner’s joke decoded.
Must-know for engaging with anthropology:
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GROUP 1

classifying the world

health, illness
and healing

the body

GROUP 2

belonging

communication,
expression, technology

movement, time
and space

GROUP 3

conflict

development

production, exchange
and consumption

SL: one area from each group; HL: a fourth from any group. Filled: the areas of this topic's worked ethnographies.

SL takes one area from each group; HL adds a fourth.
For each area you need ethnographic material from at least one real study, with the
details that make it real: the anthropologist, the place, the time and the methods.

Reading ethnographic material
Ask five questions of every ethnography:
Question Example: Yunxiang Yan, The Flow of Gifts

(1996)
who is the
anthropologist, and what
is their position?

Yan grew up in China and had lived in the village as a
young man, so he was partly an insider

where and when? Xiajia, a village in Heilongjiang, north-east China;
fieldwork in 1989 and 1991

how? (methods) participant observation; interviews; families’ own gift
lists, which record who gave what at weddings and
other events

what does it show? gifts build and keep guanxi; many gifts flow upwards,
from villagers to cadres, without being returned

which concepts? social relations, power, materiality
Yan’s material is useful because it can test a theory. The French scholar Marcel
Mauss argued in The Gift (1925) that a gift creates three duties: to give, to receive
and to reciprocate回报 (give back). The giver gains prestige声望, and the receiver
is in debt 债务. Yan found that in Xiajia, gifts to people of higher rank often went
one way: the receiver did not give back and did not lose status. Here gifts followed
hierarchy 等级 instead of creating it.
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Mauss, The Gift (1925)

giver receiver

give

reciprocate

three duties: give, receive, give
back; the giver gains prestige

Yan, Xiajia (fieldwork 1989, 1991)

cadre

gifts to higher rank go one
way: they follow hierarchy

instead of creating it

Ethnography testing theory: Xiajia’s upward gifts do not fit Mauss’s circle.

Exchange compared
Exchange 交换 is part of the area production, exchange and consumption. Compare
two ethnographies:

A market: exchange by price between strangers, one form among gifts, redistribution
and reciprocity that anthropologists compare
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Anthropology ·HL
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the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.
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soulava

red shell necklaces,
go clockwise

mwali

white shell armbands,
go anticlockwise

each object is only held for a time;
fame comes from passing it on

schematic, not to scale

Trobriand Is. Woodlark I.

Tubetube

Dobu

Amphlett Is.

In the kula ring, necklaces and armbands travel in opposite directions; partners never
keep them.

Kula, Trobriand Islands
(Malinowski)

Gifts in Xiajia (Yan)

what is given shell necklaces and armbands money and goods at weddings,
births and funerals

who gives trading partners on different
islands

relatives, friends, neighbours,
villagers to cadres

what it does builds lasting partnerships
and fame

keeps guanxi; shows and builds
rank

concept symbolism (the shells’
histories)

social relations and power

Same: in both places, giving creates relationships that last. Different: what counts as
a proper return, and who is expected to give to whom.
A third area, health, illness and healing: Nancy Scheper-Hughes, in Death Without
Weeping (1992), studied mothers in a very poor town in north-east Brazil, where many
babies died. She found that some mothers did not grieve 哀悼 openly for babies who
died young. She linked this to poverty and hunger, not to a lack of love: a way of
surviving in a place where many children did not live.

Answering Paper 2
Section A asks you to connect a key concept, an area of inquiry and a real-world
issue. The IB’s sample: With reference to ethnographic material from one area of
inquiry you have studied, discuss how either symbolism or materiality or society helps
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you to understand one of the following issues that is grounded in a contemporary,
real-world example: inequality, violence, poverty, mobility, environment.
Section B asks about the other areas of inquiry (SL one question, HL two), for exam-
ple: Discuss how the body is constructed through either symbolism or social relations.
Worked plan (Section A). Concept: materiality. Area: production, exchange and
consumption. Issue: inequality.
• Real-world example: the rising cost of wedding gifts in rural China, which many

families report as a burden.
• Ethnography: Yan’s gift lists show that gifts are material evidence of relationships,

and that poorer families must still give to keep their place in the network.
• Comparison: the kula shows exchange creating equal partnerships; Xiajia shows

exchange that can follow and widen inequality.
• Evaluation: Yan was partly an insider, which gave him trust and access, but may

have made some habits seem normal to him.

key concept
materiality

area of inquiry
production, exchange

and consumption

real-world issue
inequality: the cost of

wedding gifts
in rural China

ethnography
Yan’s gift lists,

compared
with the kula

evaluate: Yan partly an insider

Section A joins three things; the ethnography is the evidence that holds them together.

Checklist
• The nine areas in three groups; SL three, HL four.
• Five questions for any ethnography: who, where and when, how, what, which

concepts.
• The kula ring (Malinowski, 1922); Mauss’s three duties; Yan’s Xiajia gifts flowing

upwards.
• Scheper-Hughes on health and poverty in Brazil.
• Paper 2: HL 2 hours 30 minutes, 45%; SL 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%; Sections A and

B; the worked plan.
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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.

as Miner wrote it what it is

a shrine in every house,
with a magic box

bathroom and
mirror cabinet

daily mouth rites with hog
hairs and magical powders brushing teeth

“holy-mouth men”
who dig holes in teeth dentists

Nacirema = American backwards: our own customs, seen from outside

Making the familiar strange: Miner’s joke decoded.
Must-know for engaging with anthropology:
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Anthropological practice
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). The internal assessment asks you to do anthropology yourself: fieldwork
田野调查 in a real social setting near you. At SL it is limited fieldwork (about 30
hours, 20% of the grade); at HL it is a fuller fieldwork project (about 60 hours, 25%
of the grade).
In 1958 the anthropologist Clifford Geertz and his wife arrived in a village in Bali,
Indonesia. For days the villagers ignored them, as if they were invisible. Then they
went to watch a cockfight, which was illegal at the time. The police arrived, everyone
ran, and the Geertzes ran too, hiding in a villager’s courtyard and pretending to drink
tea. The next morning the whole village was talking about the foreigners who had
run like everyone else. From that day, people talked to them. Fieldwork depends on
rapport 融洽关系 (trust between the researcher and the people studied), and you
cannot plan exactly when it will come.

days
villagers treat

them as invisible

a cockfight
(illegal then):

the police arrive

they run too
hide, pretend
to drink tea

next morning
the village

talks to them

rapport came from a shared moment, not from a plan

Rapport arrived through a shared moment, not a plan.
Must-know for anthropological practice:
Area Key content
SL tasks observation report; extension of fieldwork; second data collection and

analysis; critical reflection
HL tasks proposal form; critical reflection; research report and reflection
methods observation, field notes, interviews, maps and counts
ethics informed consent, anonymity, do no harm
reflection your position as observer; what your methods could and could not

show
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The parts of the task

SL (limited fieldwork, 20%) HL (fieldwork, 25%)
1. an observation report on a short
observation

1. a proposal form: setting, question,
concept, methods, ethics

2. an extension of the first fieldwork 2. a critical reflection on the first fieldwork
3. a second data collection, with
analysis

3. a research report and final reflection

4. a critical reflection on the practice
of anthropology

Both levels need the same skills: choose a setting and a concept, ask a focused question,
select methods, collect and interpret data, consider ethics and reflect on your own
position.

Choosing a setting and a question
Choose a setting you can visit several times and where you can observe people legally
and safely: a school canteen, a market, a bus stop, a park where older people dance in
the evening, a basketball court. Link it to one key concept, and ask a question that
observation can answer.

A Chinatown gate in Seattle: a small public setting you can return to and observe on
several days
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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.

as Miner wrote it what it is

a shrine in every house,
with a magic box

bathroom and
mirror cabinet

daily mouth rites with hog
hairs and magical powders brushing teeth

“holy-mouth men”
who dig holes in teeth dentists

Nacirema = American backwards: our own customs, seen from outside

Making the familiar strange: Miner’s joke decoded.
Must-know for engaging with anthropology:
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Too wide Focused
What is Chinese culture? How do students share space at the narrow door of

the teaching building between lessons? (power, social
relations)

Why do people dance? How do the dancers in one park decide who stands at
the front? (power, identity)

Methods
• Field notes 田野笔记: write what you see (who, what, where, when) separately

from what you think it means.
• Observation: the same place at the same time on several days, so that you see

patterns, not one-off events.
• Interviews 访谈: short, open questions (”Can you tell me about ...?”), which

bring in the emic view.
• Maps and counts: a plan of the space with flows of people; tallies of a behaviour.
Worked fieldwork. Question: how do students share the narrow door between
lessons? Methods: a flow map at the same minute on five days; a count of who holds
the door for whom; three short interviews. Finding: older students pass first and
younger students wait without being told; a queue forms by itself. Concept: power
(age gives priority) and social relations (an unwritten rule everyone knows).

classroom classroom stairs

narrow
door

queue holds itself

line width = number of people

methods

flow map, same
minute, five days

count of door-holding

three short interviews

flows, not faces:
anonymised

A flow map records movements, not faces; the counts and interviews add what it
cannot show.
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Ethics and positionality
• Informed consent 知情同意: tell people what you are studying and ask their

permission before interviews; they can stop at any time.
• Anonymity匿名: do not use real names or photographs of faces; record flows and

numbers, not identities.
• Do no harm: do not observe private places, and do not report anything that

could get a person into trouble.
Positionality 立场 means your position in the setting. At your own school you are
an insider: you have easy access and understand the rules, but you may not notice
things that seem normal to you, and other students may tell you what they think you
want to hear. Name your position in the reflection and say how it affected your data.

The critical reflection
The reflection is where you think like an anthropologist about your own work:
• What did each method show, and what could it not show? (The flow map showed

who went first; only the interviews showed why.)
• How did your position shape what you saw and what people said?
• What ethical choices did you make, and why?
• What would you change in a second round of fieldwork?

Checklist
• SL: four parts, 20%; HL: three parts, 25%.
• A setting you can revisit; one concept; a focused question.
• Field notes, observation, interviews, maps and counts.
• Informed consent, anonymity, do no harm; positionality.
• The worked corridor fieldwork; Geertz and rapport.
• A reflection that judges methods, position and ethics.
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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.

as Miner wrote it what it is

a shrine in every house,
with a magic box

bathroom and
mirror cabinet

daily mouth rites with hog
hairs and magical powders brushing teeth

“holy-mouth men”
who dig holes in teeth dentists

Nacirema = American backwards: our own customs, seen from outside

Making the familiar strange: Miner’s joke decoded.
Must-know for engaging with anthropology:
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HL extension: theory
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). HL students go further in two ways. They use anthropological theory
理论 to explain and evaluate ethnographic material (in Paper 2 and the internal
assessment), and they answer a question on anthropological ethics 伦理 in Paper 1,
based on one of two short stimulus texts.
In 2007 the United States Army began a programme called the Human Terrain Sys-
tem. It placed social scientists, including anthropologists, with army units in Iraq and
Afghanistan to explain local culture to soldiers. Supporters said this would save lives
on both sides. But the American Anthropological Association (AAA) said in 2007
that the programme went against the discipline’s ethics: people could not freely refuse
to take part when the researcher came with armed soldiers, and what they said might
be used to target them. The programme ended in 2014. Anthropology’s methods can
be used for many purposes, so who an anthropologist works for, and who could be
harmed, is always a question.
Must-know for the HL extension:
Area Key content
theories functionalism, structuralism, interpretive, practice, political

economy, feminist
using theory each theory asks different questions of the same material
evaluating which reading does the evidence support?
ethics informed consent, do no harm, anonymity, who the research serves
Paper 1 (HL) one ethics question, on one of two stimuli
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The theory kit

Theory Key idea Names Asks of a gift
functionalism
功能主义

every institution has a job
that keeps society stable

Malinowski,
Radcliffe-
Brown

what job does
gift-giving do for the
group?

structuralism
结构主义

culture is built on pairs of
opposites in the human
mind

Claude
Lévi-Strauss
(raw and
cooked)

what oppositions
(giver/receiver,
kin/stranger) does it
express?

interpretive
anthropology
阐释人类学

culture is a web of
meanings to be
interpreted, through
“thick description”

Clifford
Geertz

what does the gift
mean to the people
who give it?

practice
theory
实践理论

people follow learned
habits (habitus) but also
bend the rules for their
own ends

Pierre
Bourdieu

how do people use
gifts strategically?

political
economy
政治经济学

culture is shaped by
unequal wealth and
power, locally and
globally

influenced
by Marx

who gains, and who
pays?

feminist
anthropology
女性主义人类
学

gender shapes both social
life and how it is studied

Annette
Weiner

what do women give,
and who noticed?

a gift

functionalism
what job does it
do for the group?

structuralism
which opposites
does it express?

interpretive
what does it mean

to the givers?
practice theory
how is it used
strategically?

political economy
who gains,
who pays?

feminist
what do women

give, and
who noticed?

Six theories, six different questions about the same gift.
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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.

as Miner wrote it what it is

a shrine in every house,
with a magic box

bathroom and
mirror cabinet

daily mouth rites with hog
hairs and magical powders brushing teeth

“holy-mouth men”
who dig holes in teeth dentists

Nacirema = American backwards: our own customs, seen from outside

Making the familiar strange: Miner’s joke decoded.
Must-know for engaging with anthropology:
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Annette Weiner, returning to the Trobriand Islands in the 1970s, found that women
exchange bundles of banana leaves and fibre skirts in large ceremonies after a death.
Malinowski had said little about this female wealth, because, as a man, he had spent
his time with men. This shows how theory and the researcher’s position decide what
gets seen.

Evaluating material with theory
Use theory as a tool, not as a label: apply two theories to the same material, and ask
which one the evidence supports better.

ONE MATERIAL

Yan's gift lists,
Xiajia village

MAUSS: the gift

the giver gains prestige;
the receiver owes

✗ not for gifts to cadres:
the receiver ranks higher

POWER reading

gifts follow and remake
rank and guanxi

✓ fits the upward flow
in the gift lists

Judge which reading the material supports, and say why.

Judge each theory by what the material shows, and say why.

Worked example. Material: Yan’s gift lists from Xiajia (topic 02).
• Mauss: a gift makes the receiver a debtor and gives the giver prestige. This

explains exchanges between equals, where gifts are carefully returned.
• Political economy / practice theory: gifts follow and reproduce rank. This

explains what Mauss cannot: villagers give to cadres without return, and the re-
ceiver’s status rises, not falls.

• Judgement: Mauss fits the gifts between equals; the power reading fits the gifts
up the hierarchy. The material shows that one theory rarely explains everything;
the best answers say where each theory works and where it fails.

The ethics question
Anthropologists study real people, often less powerful than themselves. The main
principles (the AAA’s code of ethics sets them out):
• Do no harm 不伤害原则: the people studied must not be put at risk.
• Informed consent 知情同意: people must know what the research is for, and be

free to say no.
• Anonymity and confidentiality 匿名与保密: protect people’s identities.
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• Openness about purpose and funding: who pays, and who will use the results?
• Responsibility to share: the research should give something back to the people

studied.
Another famous case: the American anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon described the
Yanomami of the Amazon as a “fierce people” (1968). Later critics argued that this
image was used against the Yanomami in debates over their land, and a book in 2000
(Darkness in El Dorado) made further accusations about the research. Some of those
accusations were later rejected, but the debate showed that how a people is described
can affect their lives.
Worked plan. Stimulus: a company pays an anthropologist to study how families in
a city use their phones, to design advertising.
• Consent: do the families know who will use the findings?
• Harm: could the findings be used to sell to children or to vulnerable people?
• Purpose and funding: the company owns the results; can the anthropologist publish

freely?
• Judgement: the research can be ethical if purpose and funding are open, consent

is real and identities are protected, but the anthropologist must be ready to refuse
work that harms the people studied.

funder
a company designing

advertising
anthropologist

people studied
families and
their phones

openness about
purpose and funding;

free to publish?
informed consent; do
no harm; anonymity;

share results back

ready to refuse work that harms the people studied

The worked plan’s two relationships, and the duties on each.

Checklist
• Six theories with key ideas and names.
• Two theories applied to one material; a judgement on which fits.
• Weiner’s correction of Malinowski: position decides what is seen.
• Ethics: do no harm, informed consent, anonymity, openness, sharing; the Human

Terrain System and the Yanomami debate.
• The Paper 1 HL ethics plan.
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Engaging with anthropology
International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural

Anthropology ·HL
IB Diploma Programme Social and Cultural Anthropology HL (first assessed in 2019;
2017 guide). Anthropology 人类学 studies how people live together: what they
believe, how they make a living, how they organise families and power, and how all
this changes. This topic covers the language, the practice and the way of thinking of
the discipline. It is examined in Paper 1 (2 hours, 30% at HL; 1 hour 30 minutes, 40%
at SL): three questions on an unseen text, the last one on one of the course’s “big
questions” 大问题. HL students also answer a question on anthropological ethics
伦理 (topic 04).
In 1956 the anthropologist Horace Miner published a strange report on the Nacirema,
a people with unusual body rituals. Every house has a shrine, he wrote, where people
look into a magic box and perform daily mouth rites with hog hairs and magical pow-
ders. They visit ”holy-mouth men” who dig holes in their teeth. Readers were shocked
by such odd customs, until they noticed that “Nacirema” is “American” spelled back-
wards: the shrine is a bathroom, the rite is brushing teeth and the holy-mouth man is
a dentist. Miner’s joke makes a serious point. Our own habits look natural to us only
because we are inside them. Anthropology tries to make the strange familiar, and the
familiar strange.

as Miner wrote it what it is

a shrine in every house,
with a magic box

bathroom and
mirror cabinet

daily mouth rites with hog
hairs and magical powders brushing teeth

“holy-mouth men”
who dig holes in teeth dentists

Nacirema = American backwards: our own customs, seen from outside

Making the familiar strange: Miner’s joke decoded.
Must-know for engaging with anthropology:
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