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1

1

The Discipline 
of Anthropology

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the following:

 1. Describe the four subfields of anthropology and explain how they 
relate to one another.

 2. Describe the methods and concepts that distinguish cultural an-
thropology from related disciplines such as sociology, intercultural 
studies, and missiology.

 3. Explain how Christians contribute to anthropology and how anthro-
pology contributes to Christian life and service.

Finding Cultural Anthropology

Jenell’s Journey

After a summer of urban ministry in Philadelphia, I returned to my sub-
urban Christian college in Minnesota and searched the academic catalog 
for classes related to race, poverty, and cities. The Department of Sociology 
and Anthropology offered interesting classes related to my emerging areas 
of passion, so I chose sociology and anthropology as a major and econom-
ics as a minor. Later, after I spent a month in Amsterdam, Holland, in an 
anthropology class doing applied research about church planting for Youth 
With A Mission, I decided to become an anthropologist.

For me, anthropology has always been intertwined with urban life and min-
istry. My doctoral fieldwork involved four years of life, ministry, and research 
in a neighborhood in the northwest quadrant of Washington, DC. From my 
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bedroom window I could see the US Capitol, as well as the profound poverty 
and racial segregation that exist just blocks from that global symbol of free-
dom and democracy. My research question was about ghetto formation and 
resident activism— how urban spaces become racially homogeneous and eco-
nomically disadvantaged, and how residents work for neighborhood better-
ment. My research was motivated by faith— specifically by the question, Who 
is my neighbor? I hoped the research itself would be an act of neighborliness, 
telling the story of a neighborhood from residents’ perspectives. Participant 
observation included being an involved citizen and church member while living 
at Esther House, a Christian community house of women committed to the 
neighborhood. I came to see that the methodology of anthropology— living 
among people and listening to their stories— could be a Christian practice.

Brian’s Journey

I got my first taste of anthropology when I was developing an undergradu-
ate thesis project at my New England college in a program that combined 
government, economics, history, and social theory. I decided to do research on 
missions in the Philippines, since both my best friend and my girlfriend (now 
wife) had Philippine ancestry. I had not taken a single course in anthropol-
ogy, but I knew I wanted to travel and spend time with people in their local 
contexts. With my background in social science and a lot of enthusiasm, I 
spent a summer doing fieldwork in a small mountain village in the northern 

Jenell socializes with 
a key informant at a 
neighborhood gather-
ing. Anthropologists 
participate in informal 
parts of everyday life 
as part of participant 
observation.
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Philippines, interviewing people and learning about the process of social 
change following the widespread conversion to Christianity some thirty years 
earlier. Writing my thesis was the first time in my secular education that I 
really connected the social, theological, and cultural aspects of Christianity.

I wanted to continue the research in graduate school but did not know 
which discipline would work best. I considered history and political science, 
but neither discipline seemed a good fit. At the time, I lived near Fuller Sem-
inary in Pasadena, California, where I found anthropologists in the School 
of Intercultural Studies. I realized that cultural anthropology would allow 
me to consider all the aspects of life I found interesting. My research was 
motivated by my faith, as I sought to bring to the wider academic world an 
understanding of Christianity that is scholarly and critical, but not hostile to 
Christians. During my fieldwork, I taught courses at the Philippine seminary 
where my family and I lived. There I came to see anthropology as a vital mode 
of thought for the church as well as the world.

Eventually we met each other through the network of Christian cultural an-
thropologists. After years of talking at conferences and even working on 

Brian and a student 
pose with Parno, a co-
conut seller in Puncak, 
Indonesia. Fieldwork 
involves interacting with 
people in everday set-
tings of work, home, and 
play, as well as special 
sites of ritual, religion, 
and politics.
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a colleague’s book project together, we became convinced that anthropol-
ogy had many important insights for Christians.1 Drawing from more than 
thirty combined years of teaching Introduction to Anthropology in Christian 
college and seminary classrooms, and many other courses as well, we have 
put together our knowledge of the discipline with our understanding of the 
particular questions and concerns Christians often bring. Thus, in addition 
to presenting the discipline of cultural anthropology generally, this text ad-
dresses distinctively Christian concerns, acknowledging points of tension and 
highlighting ways in which the discipline of anthropology can contribute to 
the work of Christians and the church.

What Is Cultural Anthropology?

On the first day of class, we ask our students, “When you tell people you’re 
taking a cultural anthropology class, what do they think you’re studying?” 
Answers range from the study of dinosaurs, to images of Indiana Jones hunt-
ing down priceless (and magical) artifacts, to radical cultural relativists who 
think there is no truth. The first of these guesses is understandable, but wrong; 
the second is flattering, but not a very realistic portrayal of a different branch 
of anthropology; the third is an unfortunate characterization we explore 
more in chapter 2.

Cultural anthropology is the description, interpretation, and analysis of 
similarities and differences in human cultures. It is a diverse discipline en-
compassing a wide variety of topics related to human beings. Cultural an-
thropologists often differentiate themselves by referring to areas of specialty 
such as economic anthropology, urban anthropology, or anthropology of 
religion, to name just a few.

As our personal stories demonstrate, anthropologists come to the discipline 
in a variety of ways and study an array of topics, but they share a commit-
ment to a common perspective and method. The anthropological perspective 
refers to an approach to social research that seeks to understand culture from 
the point of view of the people within that cultural context. Ethnographic 
fieldwork is anthropology’s hallmark research method, based on the anthro-
pologist’s direct experience in a culture.

What often draws Christians to the discipline is the realization that the 
anthropological perspective and method enable us to serve the world by bet-
ter understanding it. For me (Jenell), that has included urban ministry and 

1. Robert J. Priest and Alvaro L. Nieves, eds., This Side of  Heaven: Race, Ethnicity, and 
Christian Faith (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).
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community development, and helping to equip churches and Christians to 
engage in conflict productively over contentious topics such as human ori-
gins, gender roles, and sexuality. For me (Brian), anthropology has shaped 
my ability to teach and write about global Christianity, short- term missions, 
and the particular dynamics of a Christian studying Christian communities, 
providing the opportunity to speak to the anthropological community as a 
Christian, representing faith in the academy. Many Christians find a career 
in anthropology studying topics that have little obvious relationship to their 
faith, even while the calling to do research and scholarship provides an op-
portunity for faithfully using the gifts God has given them. Ultimately, most 
students with an undergraduate major in anthropology do not become pro-
fessional anthropologists, yet all Christians can benefit from understanding 
the methods and concepts of the discipline and connecting anthropology to 
service through evangelism and social action, theology and Bible study, and 
everyday life in a globalized world.

In this chapter, we present the four subfields of anthropology. We elaborate 
on the subfield that is the focus of this text, cultural anthropology, giving an 
overview of its distinctive methods and concepts and distinguishing it from 
other disciplines. Finally, we discuss the contributions an anthropological 
understanding can provide Christians in our efforts to live faithful lives as 
members of the local and global body of Christ.

The Four Subfields of  Anthropology

Simply breaking down the word “anthropology” into its parts reveals the 
breadth of the discipline. Anthro comes from the Greek anthropos, mean-
ing “human,” and -ology from logos, or “study.” The term anthropology is 
extraordinarily broad because the discipline as a whole encompasses several 
distinct but related modes of research. Anthropology has traditionally been 
divided into four subfields: archaeology, linguistics, physical or biological 
anthropology, and cultural or social anthropology (see fig. 1.1).2 The four sub-
fields are very different from one another in method and theory, yet all share 
the anthropological perspective on human life and culture. Today some add a 
fifth branch of anthropology— applied anthropology— in which practitioners 
use anthropology in the service of particular social concerns. Others argue 

2. As explained later in the chapter, the terms “social” and “cultural” anthropology refer 
to British and American emphases. Today, the terms are virtually interchangeable, with some 
graduate programs using the term “sociocultural” to avoid the distinction. We will use the term 
“cultural” to refer to this subfield.
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that applied anthropology is not a subfield because application is an integral 
part of each subfield and because applied anthropologists usually earned 
their degrees in one of the traditional four subfields. In this text, we discuss 
applied anthropology as it occurs in each of the traditional four subfields.

Archaeology

Archaeology is the study of material artifacts to understand a people’s 
culture or society. This could be the people of the ancient past understood 
through the simple stone tools or fire pits they left behind, or it could be the 
relatively recent past of the last century or even contemporary communities. 
Archaeologists have studied everything from the Underground Railroad, by 
which enslaved people in the southern United States escaped to the North, to 
Mayan empires in Central America, to the historicity of biblical narratives, 
to consumption patterns of Americans based on their garbage.

The primary means of data collection for archaeologists is excavation, 
a rigorous method of extracting artifacts from underground, though they 
may also study visible structures such as pyramids, footprints fossilized into 
rocks, or cave paintings. By interpreting artifacts, archaeologists are able to 
draw conclusions about how the people connected to those artifacts lived. For 
example, before Europeans arrived in what is now North America, a civiliza-
tion known to us only as the Mound Builders constructed massive mounds in 
various places throughout the Great Plains and southeastern United States. 
Archaeologists excavating these mounds analyze bits of pottery, metal, animal 
bones, microscopic pollen, and the composition of the soil. They have been 
able to infer social hierarchies, trade relationships, patterns of settlement, 
daily diet, religious beliefs, and a great deal more. All of this comes only 

Figure 1.1. The Four Subfields of Anthropology

Anthropology

Archaeology
Prehistoric- Historic- Contemporary

Cultural/Social Anthropology

Linguistics
Historical- Descriptive- Sociolinguistics

Physical/Biological Anthropology
Primatology- Forensics- Human Anatomy
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from the material remains; the Mound Builders left no written accounts of 
their lives.

Archaeologists may combine the analysis of material life with information 
taken from contemporary populations, a form of study known as ethno
archaeology. Comparing the past (as seen in a material record) to the present 
(understood through the ethnographic methods described below) provides 
information about cultural change even when no written records of the past 
exist. Similarly, archaeologists have used artifacts to gain information about 
contemporary populations that is not easily accessible through ethnographic 
or other interactive methods.

One famous project by William Rathje involved the study of garbage in 
the midsized Arizona city of Tucson.3 Rathje and his team gained permission 
to study household garbage that would go to a landfill, comparing what they 
found with what people said about their own patterns of consumption and 
disposal in surveys and interviews. Because of the preservative qualities of 
landfills, they were even able to go back decades, finding perfectly preserved 
papers from the 1950s and earlier. What they learned was that surveys— like 
the people who answer them— are not always as reliable as the archaeological 
record. When asked how much beer they drank per week or how much food 
they threw away, respondents often gave answers that differed greatly from 
the material data. Over thirty years, Rathje’s work expanded to include exca-
vation of landfills, and related studies around the world have contributed to 
waste management and landfill design. Rathje inspired people to reconsider 
how they consume and throw things away, and he educated urban planners 
about waste management. Archaeology is a nonreactive measure of human 
behavior, meaning it does not cause subjects to change behavior in response 
to the research. Thus, archaeology provides another means of understanding 
culture that is an important part of anthropology.

Linguistics

A second subfield of anthropology, linguistics, involves the study of lan-
guage. In some universities, it remains a distinct field of study, particularly 
where language is studied primarily as a system of sounds and rules. Where 
language is studied primarily in relation to its use within larger cultural and 
social systems, it is known as sociolinguistics and is integrated with the study 
of cultural anthropology. Anthropologist Laura Ahearn studied love letters 

3. William Rathje, Rubbish! The Archaeology of  Garbage (New York: HarperCollins, 1992); 
Carl A. Zimring, “The Happiest of Finds: William L. Rathje’s Influence on the Field of Discard 
Studies,” Ethnoarchaeology 7, no. 2 (2015): 173–78.
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written by young adults in Nepal and found that newly developed literacy 
did more than support education and economic opportunities. Women re-
sisted arranged marriages by exchanging letters with suitors and eloping. In 
focusing on language and literacy, Ahearn found unanticipated connections 
between language and kinship.4 Many Christians know of linguistics through 
the work of Wycliffe Bible Translators and its academic sister organization, 
SIL International, formerly known as the Summer Institute of Linguistics. 
Wycliffe and SIL International train linguists and anthropologists to translate 
the Bible into the thousands of languages around the world. Some do technical 
linguistic analysis, creating systems of writing and codifying the grammar of 
oral languages. Others engage directly with sociolinguistics, working out the 

4. Laura M. Ahearn, “Literacy, Power, and Agency: Love Letters and Development in Nepal,” 
Language and Education 18, no. 4 (2004): 305–16.

A Cultural Perspective Brings Scripture to Life

Three subfields of anthropology bring rich insight 
to the study of Scripture. Linguistic anthropologists 
study living languages, as well as the languages of 
ancient manuscripts, for Bible translation. Archae-
ologists discover and interpret material remains in 
the regions where biblical events occurred. Biblical 
scholars John Walton and Craig Keener, editors of 
the NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, explain 
that “grasping the original audience’s perspective 
helps us understand the setting to which the inspired 
authors communicated their message.”a The study 
helps in this Bible show images of ancient objects, 
buildings, and landscapes, such as a heel bone of 
a crucified man from the first century, that help 
readers picture biblical worlds rather than simply 
project their assumptions and culture into the text. 
The Zondervan Handbook of Biblical Archaeology 
provides a comprehensive look at artifacts and the 
processes and perspectives biblical archaeologists 
bring to their work.b

Cultural anthropologist Mary Douglas developed 
a general theory of religious purity and pollution, and 
applied this theory to Leviticus and Numbers.c Con-

trary to contemporary views that see Old Testament 
law as confusing, cranky, or punitive, Douglas explains 
that when viewed in cultural context, these laws ex-
press God’s character, compassion, and mercy. The 
cultural distance is so great that the contemporary 
reader must work hard to interpret these texts as 
they were intended, resisting the impulse to avoid, 
reject, or misinterpret them because of the cultural 
distance between their world and ours.

Insight can be enriched by combining a devotional 
reading with a studious reading. Martin Luther King Jr. 
(who earned a BA in sociology) encouraged Chris-
tians to cultivate a “tough mind and a tender heart,” 
using both the rigor of critical thinking and the sincer-
ity of an open heart to understand the gospel and to 
put it into practice.d

a. John Walton and Craig Keener, eds., NIV Cultural Backgrounds 
Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016).

b. J. Randall Price and H. Wayne House, eds., Zondervan Hand-
book of Biblical Archaeology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2017).

c. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of 
Pollution and Taboo (New York: Routledge, 1966); Leviticus as Lit-
erature (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).

d. Martin Luther King Jr., Strength to Love (Cleveland: Collins- 
World, 1977).
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metaphors, concepts, images, and poetics of the target language in order to 
faithfully translate Hebrew and Greek Scriptures into new linguistic contexts.

Today, sociolinguistics is often considered a part of cultural anthropology, 
since both subfields focus on the study of meaning and culture. Linguistics, 
and anthropological approaches to language in general, are significant for the 
study of culture and society (see chap. 3).

Physical/Biological Anthropology

Physical or biological anthropology involves the study of human anatomy, 
nonhuman primates (primatology), and human origins. Physical anthropol-
ogy as connected to archaeology, linguistics, and cultural anthropology il-
luminates how the study of physical qualities relates to the ways humans 
organize social life. Physical anthropologists often apply their expertise in 
medical schools, teaching courses in gross anatomy and embryology. Physical 
anthropologists may apply their work to health care, using comparisons of 
human growth patterns to understand nutrition and physical variation within 
a community and to otherwise aid medical practitioners in providing good 
care.5 Forensic anthropology is a rapidly growing applied branch of physical 
anthropology in which anthropologists interpret human remains, usually for 
legal purposes. Clea Koff is a forensic anthropologist who exhumed remains 
from sites of mass killings in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia.6 Her work 
contributed to legal processes and to healing for survivors who were finally 
able to identify the deceased.

Physical anthropology is, for many Christians, the most controversial sub-
field of anthropology. Christians, Jews, Muslims, and other religious people 
believe God created the world, and the scientific study of human origins often 
raises difficult issues. For many Christians, their interpretation of Genesis 
precludes the idea that humans are descended from other life- forms. Others 
point to Romans 5:12, where Paul writes of sin entering the world through 
“one man,” meaning Adam must have been created separately from other 
animals. Even the idea of God selecting preexisting hominids in order to create 
God’s image in them strikes many Christians as incompatible with scriptural 
accounts. At the same time, many Christians believe that Genesis teaches 
theological truth but that it does not provide scientific or historical accounts 

5. For more on physical anthropology applied to medical and cultural concerns, see Merrill 
Singer and Hans Baer, Introducing Medical Anthropology (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2011). 

6. Clea Koff, The Bone Woman: A Forensic Anthropologist’s Search for Truth in the Mass 
Graves of  Rwanda, Bosnia, Croatia and Kosovo (New York: Random House, 2005).
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of creation. These Christians, including biblical scholars and theologians, as 
well as scientists and other scholars, argue that the questions addressed by 
evolutionary theory are distinct from those answered by Genesis.7 Today, some 
Christians find their calling by working in areas of physical anthropology and 
primatology. They feel they can accept the mechanism of evolution as God’s 
means of creating the world without compromising the authority of Scripture.

Understanding the relationship of creation to human development involves 
many fields of study, including theology, biblical exegesis, hermeneutics, ge-
ology, cosmology, genetics, and paleontology, as well as anthropology. For 
this book, with a focus on cultural anthropology, it is not necessary to settle 
these questions in order to understand how physical/biological anthropology 
fits within anthropology generally. Nor should questions about evolutionary 
theory be an insurmountable barrier for Christians to fully engage the disci-
pline of cultural anthropology.

Cultural Anthropology

The fourth subfield, and the focus of this text, is cultural anthropology. 
Cultural anthropologists use the culture concept to understand human in-
dividuals and groups, especially how people make and are shaped by the 
cultural dimensions of life, such as family, education, power, religion, art, 
and economy. Cultural anthropology was inspired, in part, by eighteenth- 
and nineteenth- century reports from missionaries and colonialists about the 
unfamiliar people and customs they encountered in their travels. Like other 
contemporary social sciences, it is rooted in the Scientific Revolution, as Eu-
ropean scientists applied newly developed scientific methods and perspectives 
to understanding politics, social organization, and religion. It gained scientific 
rigor as standards for fieldwork, analysis, and scholarly writing developed and 
as university departments were founded. Studying anthropology, even today, 
remains a form of scholarly travel through which people encounter the lives of 
others. Anyone who enjoyed reading about people around the world in high 
school social studies, or dreamed of traveling to faraway places in order to 
learn about how people live, has taken a step toward cultural anthropology.

Several disciplines involve detailed understandings of social organization and 
cultural difference, of course, including history, geography, and sociology. Other 
fields of study distinctive to Christian colleges and seminaries, such as missi-
ology, theology, and intercultural studies, connect with anthropology in their 

7. See Paul Copan, Tremper Longman III, Christopher L. Reese, and Michael G. Strauss, 
eds., Dictionary of  Christianity and Science: The Definitive Reference for the Intersection of 
Christian Faith and Contemporary Science (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2017).
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concerns. One of the most distinctive features of cultural anthropology is the 
primary method anthropologists use in their research: ethnographic fieldwork.

Ethnography and Fieldwork

Ethnography (ethno = people, graphy = writing) refers to both the activity 
and the product of cultural anthropology. Cultural anthropologists engage in 
ethnography by studying multiple aspects of life in a particular place or among 
a group of people to create a picture of how those people understand and 
live in the world. Anthropologists write up their research in accounts called 
ethnographies, rich descriptions and analyses that include the anthropolo-
gists’ experiences of being there. “Being there” has become the ethnographic 
standard for legitimate anthropological knowledge.

When Elliot Liebow was preparing for fieldwork among urban African 
Americans in the United States, his supervisor said, “Go out there and make 
like an anthropologist.” Anthropologists have made a career out of hanging 
out, though today ethnographic training involves coursework and institutional 
review of ethics before one begins fieldwork. Ethnographic research consists 
of living in a way that allows the anthropologist to become as integrated into 
daily life as possible. Even when fieldwork appears to be just hanging out, as 
Liebow did for months on Washington, DC, street corners, the anthropologist 
is always purposeful, observing and participating with care and taking notes 
(either on the spot or later) that will be used for analysis.8

Emerging in the early twentieth century, the importance of long- term field-
work reflected the belief that understanding complex social and cultural life 
necessarily involves observing and interacting with people as they go about 
their daily lives, and that this goal takes a long time to reach. Anthropologists 
often spend one to two years in the field, sometimes making repeated field 
trips over the course of their careers to correct errors, observe changes over 
time, and pursue new areas of interest. Unlike earlier scholars who relied on 
secondhand information or direct interviews with individuals outside their 
own social context (see chap. 2), anthropologists became committed to the 
notion that quality research required the anthropologist to learn the languages 
and customs of people he or she wished to understand, and to spend signifi-
cant time observing daily life as well as events of special social significance.

Participant observation is the primary method associated with ethno-
graphic research. Picture a continuum with full participation at one end and 

8. Elliot Liebow, Tally’s Corner: A Study of  Negro Streetcorner Men, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2003).
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detached observation at the other. Participant observation involves moving 
around on the continuum throughout fieldwork; it is an approach to research 
that combines participation and observation in various ways to optimize 
understanding of the culture being studied. Standing back and taking a good 
look around is often the way an anthropologist begins, and detached ob-
servation yields good insight. But simultaneously and self- consciously, the 
anthropologist moves toward participation.

For me (Jenell), participant observation meant living, worshiping, so-
cializing, and even holding my wedding in a low- income African American 
neighborhood of Washington, DC. At times I stood back and observed— for 
instance, at a heated meeting of community activists when I didn’t yet under-
stand the issues at hand. At other times I fully participated— having my say at 
community meetings, hosting community gatherings at my home, and joining 
a local church. Though people knew I was doing research, as I engaged in the 
daily activities of life, they came to trust and understand me, as I deepened 
my understanding of them.

In my research on congregations in the Philippines, I (Brian) spent eighteen 
months participating in three congregations.9 Having graduated from a sem-
inary and being in a place where relatively few people were able to earn such 
advanced degrees, I was frequently invited to preach and lead Bible studies 
in congregations. Participating in this way gave me a role that people could 
understand more easily than “anthropologist.” More importantly, sharing my 
faith and contributing to Christian life in these ways strengthened rapport, 
a relationship of conversational ease with individuals and groups. For all of 
us, good rapport allowed us to talk more honestly and intimately about our 
lives and perspectives on issues of culture, faith, community, and context.

For some anthropologists, participant observation may take the form of 
holding a job in the organization being studied, taking on an official leader-
ship position, or even adopting a role that makes them appear to be a typical 
member of the community. Adopting multiple roles can be difficult since 
anthropologists in the United States embrace the American Anthropological 
Association’s code of ethics, which does not allow researchers to misrepresent 
themselves or trick people into participating in research.10 Yet even when 
anthropologists are forthcoming about their identity and research interests, 
it is still possible for them to become part of a community and for people 

9. See Brian Howell, Christianity in the Local Context: Southern Baptists in the Philippines 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).

10. The American Anthropological Association’s Code of Ethics, and related resources 
for negotiating ethical challenges in fieldwork, can be found at their website (www.a m e r i c a n  
a n t h r o .o r g ).
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to get used to the presence of an outsider. In some cases, particularly when 
anthropologists do not stand out in some obvious way, they can become 
insiders of a sort. They can occupy a place in the daily routines of life in the 
community they have come to study. It is through these everyday interactions 
that anthropologists gain insights into culture and social life.

Within the general method of participant observation, anthropologists 
employ a variety of techniques for obtaining information and increasing their 
understanding. Ethnographic interviews involve purposeful, documented con-
versation with research participants. They may be formal, including record-
ing an interview based on a list of questions, or very informal, with ques-
tions generated on the spot and note taking done later. Anthropologists may 
conduct focus groups, a type of interview in which small groups of people 
are asked to discuss a particular topic while the anthropologist takes notes. 
Other methods that complement participant observation include mapping 
(diagramming geographical space or human interpretation and use of space), 
recording a life history (an interview or series of interviews that document 
the trajectory of a single life), and conducting a survey (a standardized set 
of questions applied to numerous individuals or places).

These methods, as well as participant observation, are increasingly used in 
short- term research projects. Long- term fieldwork requires great personal and 
financial commitment, and many researchers wish to glean as much benefit 
as possible from ethnography even when they don’t have time or funding for 
years in the field. A recent development in research methodology that makes 
the benefits of the anthropological approach more accessible to more people 
is rapid ethnographic assessment procedures (REAP), or the time- compressed 
use of focus groups, ethnographic interviews, mapping, and other methods 
within a framework of participant observation. REAP projects can occur over 
a period of weeks, days, or even hours. REAP researchers must always account 
for ways in which the short- term nature of the research limits the validity of 
findings, as well as ways in which ethnographic methods enhance their find-
ings beyond what a simple questionnaire or detached observation could yield.

Participant observation and its related methods highlight the extent to 
which cultural anthropology focuses on small- scale cases— villages, clubs, 
neighborhoods, congregations, families. The anthropologist draws on many 
aspects of life to create a holistic understanding of the situation. A holistic 
understanding assumes that all parts of human life— from birthing practices 
to the economy to warfare to art— are interconnected. From that very local 
and specific perspective, the anthropologist then discusses how the processes, 
features, and particularities of the case reveal something about human life 
more generally.
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