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A STUDEMT'S DILFHMA

James Shoenwetter

Graduate students in this departament are ( or very quickly
become ) well aware of the distinction involved in viewing culture
in the holistic sense and viewing it in the partitive sense. lMore re-
cently a less emphasised concept has come to our inmediate atten-
tion: the distinction between viewing culture in a unified, trans=-
active way &nd viewing it in a mechanistic, positivistic way.

In large pert we students have tended to igmore the more airy
problems of theory that the use of either of these pairs leads to,
for we are more directly ccncerned with the problem of gzthering
unto ourselves the facts and pkrenomena of anthropology. This is
probably for the test, for it must be admitted thet we will do far
better to discuss theory on the tasis of understood fact than to
jump into it unsophisticated and unwarned. .However, we include at
least two " practising anthropologists " among our student body
{ persons who have ro little zmount of field and publication ex -
perience behind them ) and I wonder if we as a group can much lon-
ger retain the luxury of naivete . Ve should, I believe, face the
fact that the way ir which an anthropclogist interprets phenomena
of behevior is greetly inf“luenced by what he considers the nature
of culture to be. Since we as students have been directly expossed
to the two points of view mentioned in the &above paragraph we are

at least obligated to examine the relationstip between them criti-
cally.

The questicen I wish to raise here is : are the distinctions
involved mutually compatible ? It is logically sound to consider
culture to be comprehensible on either the holistic or partitive
levels ( or both levels ) if one entertains the possibility that
culturg is a transactive phenomenon (i). In my personal analysis ,
the question boils down to whether culture is or is not accumulative,

The important characteristic of a transactive phenomenon is
its existence as an event. thile an event may be described in terms
of aspects of itself for nurposes of study, whether such aspects
be things or other events, an event does not hove an accumulative or
aggregative nature. (One cannot discuss the event of physical matura-
tion, for example,in accumulative terms. One can describe the
norms of different aspects of the event of maturstion~infancy, youth,
adolescence, etc. but aggregating these norms does not make for a
complete description. If the e¥ent we are talking about is culture
we can discuss it in terms of its holistic and partitive aspects,
and this will no dcubt vrove profitable on many occasions, but we
must mantain the reservation that the phenomenon itself 1is not,
and should not be treated as, cumrulative.




On the other hand, if a nhenomenon is accumulative it is thought
of as composed of a numhter cf distinct things which ( if one adds
up thetr aggregate plus the interrelationships that exist among
their number ) make up a whole. It is logically defensible, indeed
quite Jjudicious, to conceptually separate the whole from its parts.
Ef the whole we are talking about is culture, we should at least
recognize the distinction between the whole and its partsand be ca-
reful not to misuse the two concepts.

I have already arrived at the positicn trat iff culture is tran-
sactive it eannot be accumulative. The converse is much less easily
indicated: that if culture is considered as having two levels of in-
terpretaiton it must be accumuletive and cannot be transactive. I
belive 'his can he shovn by two agguments. First it can be shown on
logical grounds if we are agreed on exactly what is meant by the di-
vision of culture into holistie and partitive levels; and second, it
can be shown by ohservation of the way in which the holistic level
of interpretation is used.

I am becomeng increasingly convinced that if one ccnsiders
only two levels of cultural interrtretation, the holistic and the par-
titive, the assumption is imrlicit that culture is cumulative. In
so considering one is faced with three choices when 2 phenomenon
presents itself: the phenomenon is cultural or not, it is cultural
on the partitive level, or it is cultural in the holistic level.
Though the holistic level is not made up merely of the totality of
the partitive levels, it is made up of the totality of cultural
phenomena. This is8 an accumulative conceptualizatd&on. But what if
there are rore than two levels of cultural interpretation ? If one
allows that there is something else involved ( something which is
of culture but not in culture ) the holistic - partitive conceptua-
lization seems to break down altogether. This is quite evident when
we consider the phenomenon of personality. Personality is recognized
as having some physiological characteristics at the same time
as it has cultural craracteristics. Science has not nroven that the
cultural snd the physiological aspects of persohality are separable.
If person=lity is a feature of culture on the holistic level the phy-
siological must be taken in along with the cultural; hence those as-
pects of the inorganic which are relevant to the physiological must
be included too, and befor e long everything in th universe will
find scme niche in the holistic level of interpretaticn. If persona-
lity is not a feature of culture in the holistic level , what are we
to say sbout the cultura® asvects of personadity ? We can say thrat
they are of culture but not in cu?ture, and tken the holistic-parti-
tive conceptualization has broken down. Thus it appears that if the
holistic-partitive concept of culture is to te used it must be com~

vosed only of two levels and it then implies an accumulative concep-
tualization of cul ture.

e can also observe the way in which the holistic partitive di-
chotomy is used to determine if, in practiee, cudture is considered
cumulative. The champion investigatior of culture in the holistic
level is White. e maintains that culture is a stream of events, but
then goes on to discuss these events as if tlrey were things, not




actions. The notion trat cuvlture is an accumulation of things is
especizlly evi®nt in his evolutionary ccnstruct, for he maintains that
once the cultural bzll gets rolling there is no ( and can never be

any ) way to keep it from progressing on its own course by the constant
addition of elements (ii).

Thus I have come to the conclusion that one who accepts the ho-~
listic vs. pertitive view of culture carnot profess to the transac =
tive view at the same time. The next logical step should be to discuss
my own oninions on which of the two concentualizations of the nature
of culture, transactive or non transcctive is the better. I hesitate
to do this for three reasons. lirst, the arpument I have presented
may not he tenable; I expect that future issues of YAMNACONAS will find
some debate on the matter and I would prefer to wait before announcing
my decision., Seccnd, I have o“served but one culture myself and feel
hardly sophisticated enough on tre basis of my small amount of acade-
mic effort to make a sound judgement. Finally, and least important,

it seems a little imrnolitic to pudblically commit myself on this point
before april.

(i) I am accepting the assumption that culture exists as an en-
tity. If it does not then we as anthronologists need hardly worry
about a scientific theory of culture in the first place.

(11) I andicipate that some of the “horfians in our midst may
seek to destroy my argument on thre grounds that I am linited by my
lanFuage to thinking in terms of either things or events. I recog-
nize that other svstems of logic and cerncepturliz~tion are possible,
and perhars even better sulted to these questions than the Greek deri-
ved logical schema ordinarilly used in Western science, but if they
are a necessary prerequisite to answerint the nrotlem I am at a com-
plete loss. I admit that I have little patie ce with the proposition
that a given question must find me willing to reorgeanize my total
thinking processes ( and possibly even my language ) in order that it
be entertained at all. I'is my opinion that if a problem can be sta-
ted accuratdy in a western language it can be adequately resolged
by a process of western logic which is adapted to such languages,
However subtle and tortuous that process may be.
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POETIC TIME: AM UNTRIED IDFA

Dee F. Green

Sapir ( 1921 ) in an article in the Journal of English and

German Philology sugpested that " time " might be used as a means
of classifying free verse forms. Although Sapir was apparently not
thinking in terms of anthropological application, nevertleless in
conversations with Dr. George W. Grace and others I have come to thle




