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Preface 

Culturar Anthropology: A Fieldwork Journal

\Velcome to the exciting adventure we call fieldwork! This FieldworkJournal is designed 
to give }'OU a firsthand experience of how anthropologists go about their work. I hope 
these exercises, drawn from activities developed in my classroom, will reveal how field­
'-\�ork provides a valuable toolkit for gathering information to make decisions in your 
own life. Fieldwork skills and strategies can help you navigate the many unfamiliar or 
cross-cultural experiences you will encounter in this rapidly globalizing world, whether 
at work or at school, in your community, on the job, or in your family. And I hope you 
will see how key fieldwork strategies can help you become a more engaged and respon­
sible citizen of the world. 

Ethnographic fieldwork is the unique strategy that anthropologists-particularly 
cultural anthropologists-have developed to put people first as we analyze how human 
societies work. Chemists conduct experiments in laboratories. Economists analyze 
financial trends. Historians pore over records and library archives. Anthropologists 
start with people and their local communities. 

Through fieldwork, we try to understand people's everyday lives, to see what they 
do and to understand why. We participate in their activities, take careful notes, conduct 
interviews, take photographs, and record music as we try to see the world through 
their eyes. We make maps of communities, both of the physical environment and of 
family and social relationships. Although careful observation of the details of daily life 

is the first step, through intensive fieldwork anthropologists look beyond the taken­
for-granted, everyday experience of life to discover the complex systems of power and 

meaning that people construct to shape their existence, including gender, sexuality, 

race, ethnicity, religion, kinship, and economic and political systems. As we extend our 

analysis as anthropologists, we try to see how local lives compare to others and fit into 

larger human patterns and global contexts. 
Fieldwork experience is considered an essential part of an anthropologist's train­

ing. It is the activity through which we learn the basic tools of our trade and hone those 

skills-careful listening and observation, engagement with strangers, cross-cultural 

interaction, and deep analysis of human interactions and systems of power and privi­

lege. Through fieldwork we learn empathy for those around us, develop a global con­

sciousness, and uncover our own ethnocentrism. Indeed, fieldwork is a rite of passage, 
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In rhe tofloiving c.: crcise, try to look at a can of Coke through an anthropologist's
�. Try, to n1ake ometl1ing tJ1at is very familiar into something very strange by sec­

i11g be) 011d tl1e label and the image to the complex set of human interactions that are
organized around a can of Coke. 

YOUR TURN 

Buy a can of Coke and put it on your desk. Consider the following questions and gather data 
to help the story of a can of Coke come alive. 

1. What is in it? Where did the ingredients come from?

2. Who made it? What is life like for those who made it?

2 MAKING A CAN OF COKE UNFAMILIAR 




