Handout 7:  Ernestine McHugh and knowing persons
1.  Human beings conduct themselves, while animals behave.  When one speaks of behavior, one sees it as caused by the action of forces external to consciousness.  Thus to speak of behavior is to view it from the outside.  On the other hand, to speak of conduct, is to speak of meaningful activity, activity in accordance with cultural assumptions, for shared, socially constructed assumptions give human activity its meaning.  Anthropologists are interested in interpreting conduct. Our job is to elucidate those assumptions by which groups of people orient themselves in the world and on the basis of which they act.  

2. The first problem such an idea of social science raises is that of solipsism [the self can only known its own manifestations and states] -- how can access to rules, languages, forms of meaning, which are not one's own be gained at all?
3.  How do the Gurung orient themselves in the world.  See (especially) pp. 28-31; 44-45 of McHugh’s book.  How can we understand these passages? How do we know what a Gurung makes of “sae”?
4. The real problem is in getting oriented -- in gaining entrance to a different and generally foreign conceptual universe.
5.  How do we go about doing this?  Well, first of all, from a theoretical point of view it is important to recognize that we can hope to do it all because humans lack genetic programming to many of the situations he must encounter in life. Our capacity to act depends on our capacity to form models of reality which then serve as models for conduct.   Culture, then, into which many would put science, religion, art, ideology, and common sense, is a collection of models of certain social processes and models for -- or rules -- of action based on that knowledge. 
6. The possibility of comprehending other culture's models hinges on the transcultural problems and situations inherent in the physical and social world to which they respond.  As you know, these problems and situations include defining people in some way which makes social interaction possible.  They also include making ethical sense of the universe and thus making moral action possible.  
7.  The ways in which a society may respond to any of these realities are enormously varied.  Consider that the Gurung define persons as enmeshed in systems of kinship.  McHugh argues that they are in a very real way their social relationships:  the proper place for bodies is together; to be alone – to wish for privacy – is fundamentally antisocial.  Consider Muna (once again) and the argument on p. 84 that she is no one to McHugh.  
8.  The important points are that these universal problems of existence provide the key to understanding diverse human responses;  and that these different symbolic forms name different ways of being in the world and give rise to different modes of action.  Different systems of person-definition describe and create different situations.  Consequently, they give rise to different forms of action.
9.  About “persons” in (modernist) America circa 1974 (and, likely, well-beyond):  
a)  Within any cultural contexts, ideas of person, time, conduct and space form an integrated package.  This package varies, however, from culture to culture.

b)  As fundamental assumptions, ideas of person, time, conduct and space have considerable explanatory power -- we can explain a lot about a culture once we have determined what the ideas of person, time, conduct and space are on which its members base their lives.

c)  In American culture, persons (very broadly sketched by some anthropologists) are generally considered to:


i)  Have unique personalities.


ii)  Have individual worth.


iii)  Experience personal growth, which is to say acquire their uniqueness and individual worth over time.

     
iv)  Be largely self-contained; they are their unique personalities everywhere.


v)  Be self-regulating;  they have their own moral standards and the capacity to carry them, out.

d)  In American culture, time is generally considered to pass linearly.  Just as we think of persons developing their uniqueness over time, we see the present in terms of the past.  Thus, just as we interpret ourselves at any given "present" as the product of the antecedent experiences that formed us, we interpret, let us say, America in 2010 in terms of prior events.

e)  Americans should conduct themselves in an orderly manner without a great deal of external coercion. Our expectation for conduct is, in this sense, a direct reflex of our capacity for self-regulation.

f)  In American culture, space is viewed as impersonal.  It takes a self-contained person to live in impersonal space.  (Contrast this view of space to the one in Carlos Casteneda's The Teachings of Don Juan, where the Yacqui sorcerer tells Casteneda to "find your place" -- the place that in some essential manner is attuned to him.)

12) About the explanatory power of these ideas:  

a)  Think about American views of art.  Isn't its point personal expression?  When we pay for art, aren't we buying someone's unique view of the world?

b)  Think about American ideas of justice.  Why do we find it important to maintain individual and personal rights?  Why would we not seek retribution for the murder of, let us say, our brother, by incarcerating the brother of the murderer?

c)  Think about American ideas of government.  Why do some of our citizens find the best government to be the least government?  Could this have to do with our ideas about persons as properly self-regulating?

d)  Think about American ideas of romantic love as the meshing of unique personalities.  In the extreme view, there is "only one person in the world who is right for me."  Why would we find it objectionable to find our marriages arranged in the manner members of many societies find completely acceptable?

e).  Think about the Western literary form of the novel.  We demand our novels to have development over time and full characterization, and we hope that by reading them we will extend our development vicariously through empathy. 

