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(h) Symbolic and interpretive theories (Turner, Schneider and Geertz)
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Symbolic And Interpretive Theories

Definition

The symbolic and interpretive school in anthropology, pioneered by Clifford Geertz and Victor
Turner in the 1960s and 1970s, emerged as a reaction against the rigid models of
structural-functionalism and cultural materialism. Both scholars shifted the discipline's focus from
macro-level social structures to micro-level, actor-centered understandings of meaning and
symbols. While they shared a foundational belief that culture is a system of symbols, their
theoretical streams diverged significantly in how those symbols should be analyzed.

Thinkers

Clifford Geertz (Interpretive Anthropology): Geertz focused on cognition and meaning. Heavily
influenced by Max Weber's Verstehen and hermeneutics, he argued that humans are suspended in
"webs of significance" they have spun themselves. Victor Turner (Symbolic Anthropology): Turner
focused on social processes and action. Influenced by Max Gluckman and Arnold van Gennep, he
examined how symbols move and work dynamically during crises and transitions.: Symbols as
Vehicles vs. Operators. Geertz (Vehicles): Symbols are viewed as vehicles of culture that convey
established ideas and orientations to decode what a society "tells itself about itself". Turner
(Operators): Symbols are operators in social processes. They act as tools to prompt social action,
resolve conflict, and guide individuals through status changes. Turner identified specific
properties of symbols: Multivocality (many meanings), Condensation (packed meanings), and
Polarization (sensory vs. ideological poles). Neo-Evolutionism: Revived evolutionary theory by
explaining cultural change through technology and ecology. Leslie White proposed that cultural
development is a function of energy harnessed (C = E x T), while Julian Steward introduced
Cultural Ecology, focusing on multilinear evolution and environmental adaptation.

Definition
The discipline has evolved from a "Science of Man" focused on the "primitive" to a global, reflexive
discipline that addresses contemporary issues like Digital Anthropology, Medical Anthropology,

and AI technology. As society changes, anthropology continues to adapt, fulfilling its role as a
holistic framework for understanding human diversity and survival.
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Thinkers

Structuralism: Claude Lévi-Strauss argued that human thought is patterned through binary
oppositions (e.g., Nature vs. Culture) and that culture, like language, is a mental construct.
Culture and Personality: Scholars like Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead explored the relationship
between culture and individual psychology, arguing that adult personality is a product of cultural
training and socialization.: Mid-20th Century Revivals: Neo-Evolutionism and Materialism.
Neo-Evolutionism: Revived evolutionary theory by explaining cultural change through technology
and ecology. Leslie White proposed that cultural development is a function of energy harnessed (C
= E x T), while Julian Steward introduced Cultural Ecology, focusing on multilinear evolution and
environmental adaptation. Cultural Materialism: Marvin Harris argued that the primary driver of
culture is the material constraints of existence, organized into a hierarchy of Infrastructure,
Structure, and Superstructure.: The Symbolic and Reflexive Turn (Late 20th Century - Present).
Symbolic and Interpretive Anthropology: Clifford Geertz viewed culture as a "text" to be read
through Thick Description, while Victor Turner focused on the dynamic role of rituals and
Communitas.

Definition
* Focus on lived experience and subjective meanings.

Example / case study

* Clifford Geertz - "Thick Description" (Balinese Cockfight) * Renato Rosaldo - "Grief and a
Headhunter's Rage" — Personal grief helped him understand Ilongot headhunting. * David
Schneider - Study of kinship as cultural system.

Definition

The discipline has evolved from a "Science of Man" focused on the "primitive" to a global, reflexive
discipline that addresses contemporary issues like Digital Anthropology, Medical Anthropology,
and AI technology. As society changes, anthropology continues to adapt, fulfilling its role as a
holistic framework for understanding human diversity and survival.

Example / case study
Naga identity - multiple tribes unified by colonial rule + Christianity.

Thinkers

Scholar: Clifford Geertz (Old Societies and New States, 1963). Ernest Gellner: Riots happen
between two equal groups; if one weak — genocide. Structuralism: Claude Lévi-Strauss argued
that human thought is patterned through binary oppositions (e.g., Nature vs. Culture) and that
culture, like language, is a mental construct. Culture and Personality: Scholars like Ruth Benedict
and Margaret Mead explored the relationship between culture and individual psychology, arguing
that adult personality is a product of cultural training and socialization.: Mid-20th Century
Revivals: Neo-Evolutionism and Materialism. Neo-Evolutionism: Revived evolutionary theory by
explaining cultural change through technology and ecology. Leslie White proposed that cultural
development is a function of energy harnessed (C = E x T), while Julian Steward introduced
Cultural Ecology, focusing on multilinear evolution and environmental adaptation.
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