
Anthropology And Social Theory: Unearthing
the Roots of Human Societies

When we delve into the extraordinary facets of anthropology and social theory,
we embark on a journey of deciphering the essence of human existence and
understanding how societies have evolved throughout history. This engaging
article explores the intertwining disciplines of anthropology and social theory,
shedding light on their significant contributions to our understanding of culture,
individual patterns of behavior, and the complex dynamics that shape our world.
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The Foundations of Anthropology

Anthropology, often referred to as the study of humanity, encompasses an array
of disciplines that seek to comprehend human nature, societies, and cultures. It is
a field that unites scientific and humanistic approaches to explore the intriguing
dimensions of our existence.

One branch of anthropology focuses on social theory, which provides a
framework for analyzing and interpreting social phenomena. Social theory delves
into issues such as power dynamics, social inequality, and cultural
representation, equipping us with tools to unravel the intricate fabric of human
societies.

Uncovering the Relationship Between Anthropology and Social
Theory

Anthropology and social theory are intrinsically connected, with each discipline
informing and enriching the other. Anthropology provides the empirical foundation
for social theory, supplying data and ethnographic observations that challenge or
support existing theoretical constructs.
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In return, social theory offers anthropologists a lens through which they can
approach and analyze these observations. By employing various social theories,
anthropologists can further unravel the complexities of cultural diversity, social
interactions, and human behavior.

The Evolution of Social Theory

Social theory has undergone significant shifts over time, with various schools of
thought emerging to address different aspects of social phenomena. From the
notable works of Karl Marx and Emile Durkheim to contemporary theorists such
as Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, each influential thinker has contributed to
the evolution of social theory.

Marx highlighted the significance of economic structures and social classes,
emphasizing the role of capitalism in shaping societal dynamics. Meanwhile,
Durkheim's focus on social integration and collective conscience illustrated the
importance of social cohesion in maintaining stability.

Foucault expanded the discourse by exploring power relations and systems of
discipline, while Butler brought forth gender performativity as a means of
understanding the construction of identities within society. These theories, among
many others, have enhanced our comprehension of social processes and
expanded the purview of anthropology.

Anthropology and Social Theory: Illuminating Cultural Practices

Anthropology and social theory converge in their exploration of cultural practices
and their implications for society. By employing theoretical frameworks,
anthropologists shed light on the intricate mechanisms that shape cultural norms,
values, and rituals. These insights allow us to appreciate diverse ways of life,
challenge ethnocentrism, and foster cultural understanding.



Exploring Cultural Relativism and its Significance

A fundamental concept in anthropology is cultural relativism, which emphasizes
that each culture should be understood within its own context rather than judged
against external standards. Cultural relativism invites us to suspend our inherent
biases and preconceptions, fostering a more holistic understanding of human
experiences.

Through a socially theoretical lens, anthropologists analyze the power dynamics
within and between cultures, unraveling the influence of colonialism,
globalization, and other forces that shape cultural practices. This critical
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examination allows us to recognize the agency and resilience of marginalized
communities and challenge dominant narratives.

The Relevance of Anthropology and Social Theory Today

Anthropology and social theory offer invaluable insights in our current world,
marked by globalization, multiculturalism, and increasing interconnectedness.
These disciplines equip us with the tools to navigate complex societal issues and
address challenges such as social inequality, environmental sustainability, and
cultural preservation.

Through the lens of social theory, we can reflect on aspects such as power,
privilege, and identity, fostering dialogues that promote social justice and enable
us to rethink societal structures.

Anthropology and social theory are indelibly intertwined, enabling us to grasp the
multifaceted nature of human societies. From the foundations of anthropology to
the evolution of social theory, these disciplines provide frameworks for
understanding cultural practices, social dynamics, and the complexities of our
world.

Their shared exploration of these domains encourages us to question established
norms, challenge oppressive structures, and embrace cultural diversity. By
integrating anthropological knowledge and social theory into our collective
consciousness, we can create a more inclusive and compassionate society.
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In Anthropology and Social Theory the award-winning anthropologist Sherry B.
Ortner draws on her longstanding interest in theories of cultural practice to rethink
key concepts of culture, agency, and subjectivity for the social sciences of the
twenty-first century. The seven theoretical and interpretive essays in this volume
each advocate reconfiguring, rather than abandoning, the concept of culture.
Similarly, they all suggest that a theory which depends on the interested action of
social beings—specifically practice theory, associated especially with the work of
Pierre Bourdieu—requires a more developed notion of human agency and a
richer conception of human subjectivity. Ortner shows how social theory must
both build upon and move beyond classic practice theory in order to understand
the contemporary world.

Some of the essays reflect explicitly on theoretical concerns: the relationship
between agency and power, the problematic quality of ethnographic studies of
resistance, and the possibility of producing an anthropology of subjectivity. Others
are ethnographic studies that apply Ortner’s theoretical framework. In these, she
investigates aspects of social class, looking at the relationship between race and
middle-class identity in the United States, the often invisible nature of class as a
cultural identity and as an analytical category in social inquiry, and the role that
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public culture and media play in the creation of the class anxieties of Generation
X. Written with Ortner’s characteristic lucidity, these essays constitute a major
statement about the future of social theory from one of the leading
anthropologists of our time.
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