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The 1960s saw the rise of symbolic anthropology, a theoretical approach that highlighted the significance of symbols, meaning, and interpretation in studying cultures. This shift challenged established grand theories and advocated for literary-based methods in cultural analysis, contributing to the revisionist movement within sociology. Two main
schools of thought emerged during this period: the British school, led by Victor Turner and Mary Douglas, focused on how symbols maintain societal structures, while the American school, exemplified by Clifford Geertz, examined culture as an independent symbolic system unaffected by external conditions. Geertz's concept of "thick description”
foreshadowed postmodernist thinking in anthropology and remains his most enduring contribution to the field. This paper critically examines Geertz's interpretivist stance through a detailed analysis of his theoretical framework and ethnographic fieldwork, with the aim of reassessing the foundational principles of symbolic anthropology, particularly
its American variant. The field of symbolic anthropology has been shaped by various approaches and critiques. One approach, associated with Clifford Geertz and the University of Chicago, focuses on understanding culture through the operations of symbols within it. In contrast, Victor W. Turner's approach, influenced by Emile Durkheim, emphasizes
how symbols function in society and are used to influence social processes. The difference between these two schools lies in their respective influences - Geertz being more concerned with the internal workings of culture, while Turner focuses on the external impact of symbols. Symbolic anthropology also emerged as a reaction against structuralism,
which was grounded in linguistics and semiotics, and pioneered by Claude Levi-Strauss. This dissatisfaction is evident in Geertz's critique of Levi-Strauss' work, particularly his focus on binary oppositions rather than individual meanings embedded in symbols. Additionally, symbolic anthropologists rejected the actor-centric approach of structuralists,
instead believing that individuals play a crucial role in shaping cultural meanings. Furthermore, symbolic anthropology was also a reaction against materialism and Marxism, which view culture solely through observable behavior patterns and historically specific Western assumptions. Clifford Geertz, an American anthropologist, was heavily
influenced by philosophers like Langer, Ryle, Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Ricouer during his studies at Harvard University in the 1950s. He also drew inspiration from Weber's work. In his book "The Interpretation of Culture" (1973), Geertz proposed that cultural analysis should focus on meaning rather than law. He defined culture as an inherited
pattern of meanings expressed through symbols, which people use to communicate and develop their knowledge about life. Geertz believed that symbols are not just vehicles for culture but also convey a society's worldview, values, and ethos. He argued that symbols should be studied in the context of the culture they represent, rather than being
examined independently. Geertz was primarily interested in how symbols shape people's perceptions, emotions, and thoughts about the world. On the other hand, Victor Turner, another prominent figure in symbolic anthropology, approached symbols from a different angle. He focused on symbols as operators that instigate social action and exert
determinable influences, rather than just being vehicles for culture. Turner believed that symbols, by their arrangement and context, produce social transformations that tie people to societal norms, resolve conflicts, and aid in changing the status of actors. David Schneider, a member of the "Chicago school" of symbolic anthropology, built upon Levi-
Strauss' ideas about culture as a set of relationships. He defined culture as a system of symbols and meanings but also emphasized the importance of regularity in behavior. While Geertz and Turner made significant contributions to symbolic anthropology, Schneider's work retained elements of structuralism. Culture can be viewed as a system of
symbols that govern the rules of a society, according to Schneider's definition. This approach differs from Geertz's view, where culture is intertwined with everyday life. Schneider focused on identifying the symbols and meanings that shape social norms, whereas Geertz emphasized understanding cultural phenomena through interpretation. Mary
Douglas contributed significantly to the study of human culture and symbolism, particularly in her research on dirt and unclean matter considered out of place across different cultures. Her work highlighted the importance of context in shaping social history. Douglas also introduced the concepts of group and grid, which refer to an individual's
position within or outside a social group and their defined social roles within networks of privilege, claim, and obligation. The anthropologists mentioned - Geertz, Schneider, and Turner - have made substantial contributions to the field of anthropology through their research on culture, symbolism, and the importance of context in shaping human
behavior. The intertwined nature of culture's various components makes it essential to analyze each aspect separately. This approach yields a "thick description" that delves into the mental processes and reasoning of the people being studied. However, this interpretation is made by an outsider relying on anthropological theory rather than genuinely
understanding native perspectives. To illustrate this point, Geertz uses Ryle's example comparing a blink to a wink. While both involve similar physical movements, their meanings are distinct, making it necessary to use "thick" description to interpret the latter. A wink is a deliberate form of communication that conveys a specific message within a
socially established code, often without the knowledge of others in the group. This can include parodies or attempts to create the illusion of a conspiracy. The combination of blinks and winks yields a stratified hierarchy of meaningful structures. Ethnography aims to decipher this hierarchy by examining cultural categories. Hermeneutics is a
methodology that combines empirical investigation with subjective understanding, often applied in the study of symbol systems. Geertz used hermeneutics to understand how people act within social, religious, and economic contexts. For instance, he analyzed Balinese cockfighting as an art form representing status arrangements and community
identity. Turner employed hermeneutics to study cultural performances like dance and drama. Social Drama is a concept developed by Victor Turner to examine the dialectic of social transformation and continuity. A social drama occurs within a group sharing values and interests, with a shared common history. (Note: I kept the original language and
did not translate it.) The drama of social relations can be divided into four acts. The first act involves a breach in relationships, the second act represents a crisis that cannot be resolved through normal means, and the third act brings about a remedy to address the initial problem. The final act can manifest in two ways: reintegration, which restores
the status quo, or recognition of schism, resulting in changes to social arrangements. In both cases, symbolic displays are used to demonstrate unity among the actors, often through rituals. Turner's theory views ritual as a linear plot with a set sequence, whereas Grimes suggests it may have a circular structure. Examples of published discussions on
social dramas can be found in Turner's works and Grimes' 1985 publication. Symbolic anthropology differs from traditional forms by adopting a literary-based approach rather than science-based methodologies. This discipline examines symbols across various aspects of social life to illustrate how central ideas expressed through these symbols
manifest themselves in different cultural contexts. This shift contrasts with the structuralist approach favored by European social anthropologists, such as Levi-Strauss. Symbolic anthropology focuses on culture as a whole, highlighting its interconnectedness rather than isolating specific aspects. The major achievement of this discipline is to redirect
anthropology towards exploring issues of culture and interpretation, moving away from grand theories. Geertz played a pivotal role in shaping American anthropology's perspective on culture, shifting the focus from the operations of culture to symbols serving as vehicles for it. Additionally, Geertz emphasized the importance of studying culture from
an actor-centered viewpoint, where individuals interpret situations to act. However, this theoretical framework was never systematically developed into a comprehensive theory or model. The systematic aspects of culture differentiated from individual culture more thoroughly than Geertz's work (Ortner 1984:129-130). Turner made a significant
contribution to anthropology by examining how symbols actually impact social functioning, regardless of whether they match symbolic anthropologists' assumptions. This was an area that Geertz and Schneider didn't address in detail (Ortner 1984:130-131). Douglas developed the Cultural Theory of Risk, which spawned interdisciplinary research
programs. This theory suggests that social structures influence individuals to reinforce those structures rather than alternatives. Two aspects of Douglas's work were integrated: her account of individual perceptions of danger and risk, where harm was linked to disobeying societal norms (Douglas 1966, 1992), and her characterization of cultural
practices along the group and grid, which vary across societies (Douglas 1970). Symbolic anthropology faced criticism from Marxists, including Talal Asad's critique of Geertz's views on religion. Asad argued that anthropologists should focus on historical conditions rather than universal definitions of religion, highlighting differences in religious
practices between societies. Additionally, Marxists claimed that symbolic anthropology failed to explain systems, focusing too much on individual symbols (Ortner 1984:131-132; Des Chene 1996:1277). Symbolic anthropologists responded by stating that Marxism reflected Western assumptions about material and economic needs, making it unsuitable
for non-Western societies (Sahlins 1976; Spencer 1996:538). Cultural ecologists also criticized symbolic anthropology, considering it unscientific and subjective due to its inability to reproduce results or test mental phenomena and symbolic interpretation (Ortner 1984:134). Symbolic anthropologists challenged cultural ecologists' scientific approach
by emphasizing that culture dominates all human behavior. Cultural ecologists had lost sight of previous anthropology findings, according to Ortner (1984). Geertz's work was also criticized for being too scientific. Douglas's research on pollution and taboo highlighted the importance of cultural context. Other prominent scholars like Sahlins,
Schneider, and Keesing have contributed to the field of symbolic anthropology. Their works have explored the complexities of human culture and its relationship with practical reason. This text appears to be a list of academic sources related to anthropology and cultural studies, featuring various authors' works from 1967 to 2020. It includes
references to classic texts by Victor Turner, as well as more recent contributions from scholars like Mark R. Woodward and Charles F. Keyes. The topics covered range from ritual symbolism and hermeneutics to the legacy of Clifford Geertz in shaping anthropology's interpretive turn.



