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1€ or more contrast sets following the

w to gather the hecessary data to
sis,

OBJECTIVES

1. To understand the nature of themes in cultural meaning sys-
tems

2 To dentity strategies for making a theme analysis

3 To carry out a theme analysis on the culiural scene being
studied

The ethnographer must keep in mind that research proceeds
on two levels at the same time. Like a cartographer engaged
in mapping a land surface. the ethnographer both examines
small details of culture and at the same time seeks to chart
the broader features of the cultura landscape. An adequate
cultural description will include an in-depth analysis of se-
lected domains: it will also include an overview of the cul-
tural scene and statements that convey a sense of the whole.

Some ethnographers convey a sense of the whole culture
or cultural scene by what I call the fmventory approach.
They identify all the different domains in a culture, perhaps
dividing them into categories like Ainship, material culture,
and social relationships. Although a simple listing of all
domains is a necessary part of ethnography, it is not
sufficient, 1 believe it is tmportant to go beyond such an
inventory to discover the conceptual themes that members
of a society use to connect these domains. in this chapter we
will examine the nature of cultural themes and how they can
be used to give us a holistic view of a culture or cultural
scene,

CULTURAL THEMES

The concept of cultural theme was first introduced into
anthropology by Morris Opler who used it to describe gen-
eral features of Apache culture, Opler proposed that we
could better understand the general pattern of a culture by
identifying recurrent themes. He defined a theme as *"a
postulate or position, declared or implied, and usually con-
trolling behavior or stimulating activity, which is tacitly
approved or openly promoted in a society™ (1945:198). An
example of a postulate that he found expressed in many
areas of Apache culture is the following: Men are physi-
cally, mentally, and morally superior to women. Opler
found this tacit premise expressed itself in such things as the
belief that women caused family fights, that they were more
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DISCOVERING CULTURAL THEMES

Tasks

11.1 Make a cultural inventory using the procedures set forth in this chapter.

11.2 Identify as many cultural themes as you can by means of the strategies
presented in this chapter and any others you find useful.

11.3 State zll the cultural themes as brief assertions. )
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