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Introduction
Welcome to this double session on The Encultured Brain: Neuroanthropology and Interdisciplinary Engagement.  My co-organizer Greg Downey and I first started talking about neuroanthropology at last year’s AAA.  It is great to see how much fruit one conversation can bear.  Today we have a great line-up of scholars, covering a diverse set of topics such as theory of mind, substance use, autism, healing, and dissociation. We also have some very distinguished discussants to provide us critical commentary and encouraging guidance at the end.
Even at eight o’clock in the morning, I see a lot of enthusiasm in this room.  Both anthropologists and the wider public are hungry for this type of integrative work.  For me, that has come across most clearly through the Neuroanthropology blog that Greg and I have founded.  Last December, our first month, we both remember the excitement when we got a total of 1267 site visits.  This past October, we had 20,000 visits, with another 12,000 “reads” through subscription services like Google Reader.

We even advertised this year’s session on the blog, and so far, 223 people have read the post on the blog itself and another 409 have seen it through syndication.  That’s actually an average post.  Despite our deepest fantasies as scholars, unfortunately most people don’t spend their time reading about conferences!  Let me contrast that number with our most successful post, Cultural Aspects of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, has been read by more than 4,000 people at the blog.
That post, coincidentally, is by Erin Finley, a graduate student at Emory University.  Greg and I both envision the Neuroanthropology blog as a collaborative site.  We aim to create a community there, just as we aim to create a community of scholars here in this room.  So if you are interested in knowing more about the blog, please speak either to either of us.  Even better, leave us a comment on the site!
The Problem
What does this have to do with ethnography and the encultured brain, some of you might be asking?  Well, if you were to interview me, I might talk about the power of the Internet to get scholarship out to a wider audience and drop vague and awkward hints at the need for self-promotion.  But I also believe that the success of the blog makes an important point – the time is right for anthropology to engage the neurosciences!
The 1990s were declared the Decade of the Brain, but at that point ideas about hard-wired circuits, innate modules, and universal algorithms made it very difficult for anthropologists to draw on neuroscience in substantive and creative ways.  A lot has changed in the new millennium – plasticity, embodiment, and interaction are now buzz-words in neuroscience, and not just in anthropology.  At the level of theory and basic findings, neuroscience suddenly looks both accessible and complementary to anthropology.
These developments are important because neuroscience can help with one of the foundational problems in anthropology, a problem that has long attracted us to the field and that lurks in the background of our minds even after years of research.  I am referring here to two of our foundational figures, Franz Boas and Bronislaw Malinowski.  

As many of you know, Boas originally went to the field to study psychophysics, or how people in different places perceive light.  He realized the importance of culture, of language and social traditions and meaning, and that became an important part of his lifelong work in anthropology.  But the problems of perception, or more broadly the individual in relation to the cultural environment, stayed with him throughout his career.  Here is one relevant snippet from The Methods of Ethnology: “the activities of the individual are determined to a great extent by his social environment, but in turn his own activities influence the society in which he lives, and may bring about modifications in form.”
For Bronislaw Malinowski, this core issue of the individual in relation to our lived anthropologies is something he returned to fitfully and not always successfully over his long career.  I am thinking particularly in his argument that society functions to meet the needs of individuals –as I would put it today, the recognition that basic aspects of living, of things such as sex and food, plays a formative and often underappreciated role in our understanding and work as anthropologists.

In Argonauts of the Western Pacific, Malinowski laid out the goal of the cultural anthropologist, or ethnographer: “to grasp the native's point of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world.”  As he expanded, our informants “know their own motives, know the purpose of individual actions and the rules which apply to them,” but not necessarily how “out of these, the whole collective institution” emerges and shapes their lives.  He saw understanding that collective institution as the anthropologist’s job, but only through being grounded in everyday experience: “Besides the firm outline of tribal constitution and crystallised cultural items which form the skeleton, besides the data of daily life and ordinary behaviour, which are, so to speak, its flesh and blood, there is still to be recorded the spirit—the natives' views and opinions and utterances.”
The problem for anthropology, in particular psychological anthropology, has been that this recognition of “psychophysics” and “flesh and blood” has not led to a very satisfactory approach for how to think about, research, and understand these data of daily life and ordinary behavior.  Cultural anthropologists have followed both Boas and Malinowski in being focused on the collective, on the larger institution, whether that is glossed as culture, social structure, ideology, or any other word.  We have lots of theories about culture, less so about daily life and people’s experience.
[Psychological anthropology has long relied on psychoanalysis as the privileged way to go about understanding other people’s minds.  In recent decades, the turn has been towards cognition.  With both psychoanalysis and cognition, the frame of analysis has consistently referred back to culture or some other collective.  We don’t necessarily try to understand the thing-in-itself, unless it is to get in arguments with biologists and evolutionary psychologists about how our nurture matters more than their nature.]
Granted, recent interests in embodiment, in person-centered and experience-near anthropology, in our senses and the stories we tell show a renewed focus on this very old problem.  One might even say that, given the collapse of the “culture” concept, we are now desperately searching for some new grounding for anthropology.  But these approaches still frame the problem in terms of a collective or a larger social fact.  We’ve gotten rid of the concept, but not necessarily the ideal type that shapes our methods and analysis.
Ethnography
Yet good ethnography brings us face-to-face with people.  Again and again.  I believe we need an anthropology that gets at what the term actually means, the study of people.  Not just the study of culture.

That means we need a method, guided by some ideas, to better embrace what people show us every day.  That is the main project that I engage in over at the Neuroanthropology blog (well, some public scholarship for the ideas and people in this room helps too!).  I mention that because my time is rapidly coming to a close, and so I can pawn you off on my website to look at relevant pieces like Studying Sin, The Everyday Brain and Our Everyday Life, Camping on the Brain, and Wending between Faust and Wimsatt if you want to know more specifics.

Basically what I want to say comes down to three things: the brain helps, ethnography helps even more, and we still need to do good research.  The brain helps because it provides a great deal of data and ideas about ourselves as individuals who function, interact with each other and the environment, develop and grow old.  There is not one overarching theoretical orientation, like psychoanalysis, nor is there one consistent theme, like cognition.  From more bounded problems like psychophysics to bigger problems like motivation and desire, neuroscience offers genuine insights that we simply do not have access to in anthropology.

But as anthropologists who use evolutionary theory, comparative analysis, an understanding of variation, an emphasis on collective forces, and on our qualitative understanding of life in many places, we are also in the position to critique and creatively draw on neuroscience.

As you might guess from the fact that I just finished off my list of the superior qualities of anthropology with qualitative research, I believe that ethnography is all-important in understanding our everyday lives.  Alongside the hypothesis testing of neuroscience and top-down analysis of anthropology, we need a grounded, inductive approach that builds analysis and theory from the flesh and blood and bones up.  Ethnography can take insights from neuroscience, for example into compulsive wanting, and use interviews and participant observation to explore what such insights actually look like in the real world.

For that is what ethnography, more than any other method, gives us – the real world.  Do not forget that, for it is the one unalterable strength of anthropology against scientific claims about truth.  We have the real world.  They do not.
Put in different terms, neuroscientific explanations are getting great press these days.  Brain images make even made-up scientific “explanations” more convincing.  But brain imaging, despite the pretty pictures, does not show us the content of people’s thoughts.  Ethnography gives us content galore!

Moreover, those brain maps, as illuminating as they may be, tell us very little about “why.”  The analogy I like to use is that lines on a map do not tell us why states wage war.  Some of my students answered that by saying that imaging can show how borders change as a result of war.  Still, the intentions, negotiations, and substance that go into those changing borders and the people who enforce them are still acts of imagination.

By that I mean, drawing on Isaiah Berlin, that our values are our own creations and that “These collisions of values are of the essence of what [moral conflicts] are and what we are.”  But unlike some abstract structural calculus, I am interested in how synthetic operators - what unites oppositions - work on the ground.  I want my ethnography about people to be both raw and cooked.  Believe me, we still have a lot of bricoleur work to do.
An example, you say?  All right, you savages, I can talk some specifics.  As I recently wrote:
In order to draw connections between neuroscience and real world situations, I went out and talked to people to understand craving and addiction from their point of view. This type of real-world data can both challenge and inform ideas based on animal models and neuroimaging studies.

In translating the dopamine research, my work with adolescents proved crucial. They knew what they experienced far better than I did. Using systematic interviews across a range of involvement with drugs (hard-core users to having never tried drugs), I saw three areas of overlap between research on dopamine and compulsive involvement with addictive substances.

First was the emphasis that researchers placed on “wanting.” I was lucky in Colombia; addicted adolescents often described their experiences as “querer más y más,” to want more and more. Second, dopamine affects shifts in attention, which meant that some adolescents couldn’t focus on anything else when they knew an opportunity to consume was about to come along. Third, adolescents described a sense of being pushed toward something—an urge that rose up without conscious desire. 
[But let me also tell you about] Giovanni, one of my oldest informants whom I talked to extensively about craving and addiction. Giovanni was out of treatment at this point, struggling to get ahead. That night he was out of money, and he tried to bum a free ride off the bus driver. Now this bus driver remembered what Giovanni had once been—a very successful thief. He told Giovanni, steal me a watch and you can ride my bus all you want.

In that moment, Giovanni remembered the easy money from before, and how that meant easy drugs. He remembered the fame he had on the street, so different from what he was now facing working dead-end jobs. And he felt a surge in craving to go use. That night Giovanni was able to walk away, but he did relapse soon thereafter.

That was the story Giovanni told me when he was coming out of that relapse. Although the dopamine research represents one way to describe what was happening inside parts of his brain as he felt that surge of craving, that description misses out on a range of other causes: Giovanni’s interaction with a bus driver, the tough situation he faced at that point in time, his desire for a past life linked to drugs. This combination—linking brain function to context, meaning and relationships—is an extremely exciting step forward in building scientific explanations that get at more than one “why,” or look at reality through a prism that isn’t an oversimplified dichotomy, such as nature-nurture or brain-culture. That is what neuroanthropology is about. Not a disease model of addiction or a moral model of addiction. A people model of addiction.
As I like to put it, ethnography provides that all important gut-check.  Ethnography is about making it real.  That is what Giovanni did for me fifteen years ago, just the two of us sitting in a small and poorly finished room in the middle of Bogotá.  He told me about life.

Doing It
Ethnography can and should be formative throughout the whole neuroanthropological research process – not some add-on at the ending, or just to get a few ideas at the beginning.  But how to do it?  How to deliver in this last minute what I actually proposed in my AAA abstract?
Oh, I saw those averted eyes and shy grins.  So I am not the only one who did the bait and switch here in San Francisco.  You want my excuse?  I started writing that paper and stopped when I got to fifteen pages and had only addressed half of my points…

So design, methods and analysis in one minute?  Here we go, machine-gun style.

For design, the most important thing I can say is to develop lines of analysis or hypotheses that come from both neuroscience and anthropology.  Then get data on both.  Going back sucks.  Get the compare-and-contrast data while you are there, mucking about in the blood, sweat and tears of people.
For methods, develop interview questions that help people get their experiences into words.  That’s good data.  Then follow people and see them act in context.  More data.  And attend to variation, otherwise it’s speculation, just you saying what you think makes someone special or different or abject without having the data to compare.

Notice a theme?  Data.  Systematic data that gets at variation in people and that gets at both sides of the neuroscience-anthropology dynamic.

As for analysis, if I had to pick one thing to recommend, just one, it would be, What would make a difference in their lives?  Because then you forget about all your theoretical pretensions and proving just how smart you are.  You actually focus on that other person.  Who cares about brains and cultures when you ask yourself, What makes a difference in their lives?  That is the gut check.  And not coincidently, it will take you back to step one, the design, and help you get at the blood, sweat and tears.
One Conclusion
In that room in the middle of Bogotá where I spoke with Giovanni, we sat in white plastic chairs in front of a large picture window.  Across the street another picture window, never lit, stood at the same height.  It was made of cheap glass and not installed well, and it shivered in the wind, casting odd shadows from the one street lamp.

When I sat in that room alone, waiting for boys who might never show up, I watched that window, entranced by the shimmer.  Then one or another of them would walk through the door, and we would talk, sharing that moment there.  I never felt the need to get out of the cave of that room, finding truth in some concept of culture or some basic biological mechanism.  It was real enough what we said and did together, the jokes, the accusations, the misunderstandings that led to some other accommodation between ourselves.

Years later, I still think about that entrancing window, but what I really want is an anthropology that focuses on that moment.  The fire of our own humanity is more than enough.
