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Apparently a huge part of our societies is informal 
 

 
Informal organizations need to be investiogated  
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Understanding and contextualizing 
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•    Models  
•    Actors  / Stakeholders 
•    Behaviours / Practices 

These information can tell us more about our societies 
and our cultures 
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• Mumbai's dabbawalas 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=USb0eXtT2vs 
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• the study of various aspects of humans within 
past and present societies 

 

• the study of norms and values of societies 

 

• “the most scientific of the humanities, and the 
most humanistic of the social sciences” (Eric 
Wolf) 

 
 

Anthropology is 
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A brief introduction to Anthropology 

 

Topics of interest  

 

Customs, economic organization, political 
organization, law, conflict, globalism, ethnic violence, 
religions, gender studies, transnationalism,  
cyberspace cultures. 
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A brief introduction to Anthropology 

 

The aim of anthropology is  
 
 
 

to understand the whole of a particular culture and 
not just one aspect. 
 
to examine the why and how of cultural    
processes/decision making, not just what, where, 
when, or who. 
 
It offers an holistic view of societies 
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A brief introduction to Anthropology 

 
 

 

Culture in anthropology is defined both as a universal 
capacity and propensity for social learning, thinking, 
and acting and as a particular adaptation to local 
conditions that takes the form of highly variable beliefs 
and practices.     
 
 

Cultural relativism: cultures are based on different 
ideas about the world and can therefore only be 
properly understood in terms of their own standards 
and values. 
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Evolution of the discipline 
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Anthropology has historical roots in a number of 19th-
century disciplines, including folklore studies, and 
Classics. As a discipline it underwent major changes in 
both method and theory during the period 1890-1920 
when a new emphasis has been given to the 
ethnographic research: long-term holistic study of social 
behavior in natural settings, and long term fieldwork in 
which anthropologists can immerse themselves in the 
daily practices of local people.  
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 Evolution of the discipline 



Museums were typical 
site of anthropological 
studies.  
It was possible to see 
ancient art and artifacts 
and to reed classics and 
book of natural history 
The material culture of 
'civilized' nations have 
historically been 
displayed in fine arts 
museums. 
Studying the language, 
culture, physiology, and 
artifacts of European 
colonies was equivalent 
to studying the flora 
and fauna of those 
places.  
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 Evolution of the discipline 



Non-European 
societies were 
seen as 
evolutionary 
'living fossils' 
that could be 
studied in order 
to understand 
the European 
past. 
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 Evolution of the discipline 



Starting in the 1870s,  
human zoos, 
"ethnological 
exhibitions" or 
"Negro villages". 
became unattended 
"laboratories“.  
“Savages" from the 
colonies were 
displayed, often 
nudes, in cages. 
In 1931, the  Colonial 
Exhibition in Paris 
displayed a Kanaks 
from New Caledonia 
in the "indigenous 
village"; it received 
24 million visitors in 
six months,  
demonstrating the 
popularity of such 
"human zoos". 
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 Evolution of the discipline 



 
 
 
As an academic discipline, anthropology grew increasingly distinct 
from the biological approach of natural history and from historical 
or literary fields such as Classics.  
 
 
Franz Boas and Bronislaw Malinowski emphasized on cross-cultural 
comparisons, long-term in-depth examination of context, and the 
importance of participant-observation or experiential immersion in 
the area of research.  
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Franz Boas (Minden, 9 luglio 1858 – New York, 
21 dicembre 1942)". 

 

Bronisław Malinowski (Cracovia, 7 aprile 1884 
– New Haven, 16 maggio 1942). 
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 Evolution of the discipline 



 

Field research  
 
Is the collection of information outside a laboratory, library or 
workplace and it involves informal interviews, direct observation, 
collective discussion, collection of documents and life histories and 
participation to the social life of a group.  
 
It can include also the collection of quantitative data that can be used 
to seek empirical support for research hypotheses. 
 
Its aim is to gain a close and intimate familiarity with a given group of 
individuals and their practices through an intensive involvement with 
people in their cultural environment, usually over an extended period 
of time. 
 
It involves long term research –language knowledge. 
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 Evolution of the discipline 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Criticisms: 
 
 

 Even if  the exclusive and immediate goal of ethnography is to 
produce knowledge, since the beginning the discipline had a close and 
problematic relationship with colonialism and imperialism. 

 
 

     The discipline grew out of colonialism, perhaps was in league with it, 
and derives some of its key notions from it, consciously or not. 

 
 

     Anthropologists, like other researchers, have over time assisted state 
     policies and projects, especially colonialism.  
 
 

     Many social sciences (such as economists, sociologists, and 
     psychologists) in Western countries focused disproportionately on 
     Western subjects, while anthropology focused disproportionately on 
     the "other“. 
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 Evolution of the discipline 



Anthropology  vs Sociology 

 
 
 
The first ethnographers conducted research principally among small 
scale and isolated societies with simple technologies and economies 
while sociology has always been more interested  in complex society 
 
It is differs from sociology, both in its main methods (based on long-
term participant observation and linguistic competence), and in its 
commitment to the relevance and illumination provided by micro 
studies.  
 
Long-term qualitative research, including intensive field studies 
(emphasizing participant observation methods) rather than 
quantitative analysis of surveys, questionnaires and brief field visits 
typically used by economists, political scientists, and (most) 
sociologists. 

 
 
 

 

 Evolutions of the discipline 
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Anthropologists started to study more "complex" social settings 
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Ethnographic methodology  
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Ethnographic methodology  

Ethnography  
 
 

 

•  Is a personal study of a local cultural setting  
 
•  involves immersion in the social world: watching,   
    listening, talking and participating 
 
•  implies observation and experience 
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•  In situ fieldwork 
 

Participant observation 
 

In depth interviews / focus group discussion 
 

 

•  Online fieldwork 
 

Online platform observation and discourse analysis 
 

Online interviews 
 
 

 

Ethnographic methodology  
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It involves 
 
 

•  Research design (problems, cases, samples) 
 

•  Access 
 

•  Field relations 
 

•  Listening and asking questions 
 

•  collecting documents 
 

•  interpreting  
 

•  verifying   
 

•  recording and organizing data 
 

•  writing – presenting results 
 

 
 
 

Ethnographic methodology  
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What you can learn from this kind of analysis 
  

 
 

•  information about pre-existing systems 
 

•  actors involved 
 

•  stakeholders/actors relations 
 

•  functioning  (formal and informal) 
 

•  narratives 
 

•  asymmetries 
 

•  conflicts 
 

•  barriers  
 

•  practices ( formal and informal) 
 

 

Ethnographic methodology  
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Ethnographic research has to be considered as a 
process  
 
 

•   Partial truth 
 

•   Experimental  
 

•   Ethical 
 

•   Reflexivity 
 

•   Dialogical mode 
 
 

 
 

 

Ethnographic methodology  

29 ISS on Regulation of Local Public Services, XX edition 
 



Anthropology and Regulation  
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Anthropology and Regulation  

  
  

 

How may anthropologists contribute to the 
understanding and making of regulation? 

 
 

 



 

Ability of anthropology and of anthropologists to: 

 
 

 

  Address problems beyond the disciplines (illuminating 
larger social issues of our times as well as encouraging 
broad, public conversations about them with the explicit 
goal of fostering social change) Political anthropology 
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Anthropology and Regulation  



 

Ability of anthropology and of anthropologists to: 

 
 

 

View development from a critical perspective.  

 To ponder why is there a gap between plans and 
outcomes? In short why does so much planned 
development fail? Anthropology of development 
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Anthropology and Regulation  



 

Ability of anthropology and of anthropologists to: 

 
 

 

Apply the method and theory of anthropology to the 
analysis and solution of practical problems and to 
produce change or stability through the provision of data, 
direct action or through the formulation of policies. 
Applied Anthropology 
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Anthropology and Regulation  



 

Ability of anthropology and of anthropologists to: 
 

 

 

 

 

Understand and analyze how law and regulation are 
present in cultures and how are manifested. Legal 
Anthropology  
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Anthropology and Regulation  
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The information gained through an anthropological analysis  
can help to 
 

•   understand which are the interest beyond   
     actors/stakeholders initiative-proposal-strategies 
 
•   manage conflicts among actors/stakeholders 
 
•   highlights information about informal 
     systems/realities/ behaviors/practices 

 

       From information to knowledge to awareness for strategic    
       decisions making 
 
 



Anthropology and Regulation  
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       From information to knowledge to awareness for strategic    
       decisions making 
 
 

Anthropology can become a useful methodology for the 
analysis of local actors, incentives and information 
endowment that surround and lie behind the success or 
the failure of local services, infrastructures and projects, 
defining the playing field where their implementation 
and regulation takes place 



The end 
monica.postiglione@fondazioneambiente.org 
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