
Social Anthropology Course Descriptions 2016 – 17  
 

Semester 1 – Core Courses 
 

 
Anthropological Theory (SCAN10022) 
This course aims to give a broad outline of how anthropologists use theory in their work, and 

how we can apply theory for ourselves to gain a better understanding of society and culture.  

 

The disciplinary basis on which anthropology was founded – the study of primitive peoples – 

began to disappear once we realized that societies did not simply evolve from simpler to more 

complex states, and ‘modernity’ was not an endpoint for all peoples.  So what is anthropology 

now?  The study of society?  Of culture?  Of human difference?  What are we actually spending 

our degrees studying?  

 
The 1970s and 80s saw a broad attack on the idea of grand theories in all parts of the 

humanities and social sciences.  Scholars increasingly came to see truth as relative, multiple, 

dependent on perspective and politics.  At the same time, the collapse of old colonial orders 

undercut certainties about what society and culture: the world began to seem much more fluid 

and transient, and idea of an objective, impartial ethnographer came to be viewed with 

suspicion.  Our knowledge of the world no longer seemed separate from our political and 

historical engagement.  

 

We still need theory if we are to understand the world around us, and this course will explore 

how anthropologists today are rethinking our concepts of culture and society in our ongoing 

efforts to make sense of things.  We will focus on a few key questions: what is the relationship 

between society/culture and nature?  What is the relationship between theories of society and 

political events in the world?  Can anthropology ever be objective, or should we try to be 

engaged and active participants in the world we study?  

 
Assessment: Coursework 20%, Exam 70%, Tutorial Participation 10% 

 
 
Culture and Power (SCAN10030) 
This course introduces a range of anthropological approaches to politics.  It provides a detailed 

examination of both open and hidden forms of power and their workings at the global, state, 

national, community, and personal level.  Key themes of this course are:  bureaucracy and 

irrationality in the modern state, sovereignty, political violence, resistance, Citizenship, religion 

and human rights. 

 
By the end of the course, the students should have a clear understanding of the importance 

and scope of anthropology’s contribution to the analysis of power and politics.  They will be 

able to take an informed, anthropological perspective on issues of governance, citizenship, 

processes of democratization, protest, and the role of the state in a variety of ethnographic 

contexts. 

 
Assessment: Coursework 20%, Exam 70%, Tutorial Participation 10% 

 
  



Imagining Anthropological Research (SCAN10037) 
This course is only intended for Honours students in Social Anthropology who are planning to 

work on a dissertation in the department in the summer of 2017.  The main purpose of the 

course is to prepare you to write your dissertation proposal. Our chief task, therefore, is to 

help you imagine what will be involved in your field or library project.  To do so we shall be 

looking at the process of research, from the design stage, through to the methodologies and 

to the writing strategies, always within the context of what is possible in an undergraduate 

dissertation.  We shall also have presentations and discussions on particular people’s 

experience of doing research, using examples from the work of Senior Honours students, 

previous undergraduates and current postgraduates in the department, as well as members 

of staff.  In the second half of the semester you will be allocated to a group which will work 

together on students’ Research Proposals. 

 

 
Ritual and Religion (SCAN10023) 
The course will look at anthropological contributions to the understanding of ritual and religion, 

starting and ending with moments of especially acute reflection on the place of religion in the 

contemporary world.  Our starting point will be that moment in the late 19th and early 20th 

century when classic theorists (especially Weber and Durkheim) pondered the place of religion 

in an age of scientific challenge, and we shall explore contemporary arguments about the 

boundaries between religion, power, and politics.  We will also investigate the intersection of 

religion and ritual with a range of topics (gender, material culture, the body and cognition). 

 
By the end of the course, through class assignments and tutorial projects that foster a critical 

appreciation of the anthropology of religion and ritual, students should have a clear overview 

of the main theories of ritual action and religious commitment.  In addition, having explored a 

variety of ethnographies, they should be able to reflect on the possible application of these 

theories to different ethnographic problems. 

 

 

Assessment: Coursework 30%, Exam 60%, Tutorial Participation 10% 

 

  



Semester 1 – Optional Courses 
 
 
Anthropology of Health & Healing (SCAN10062) 
This course provides an advanced introduction to the anthropology of health, illness and 

healing.  Students will be introduced to key theories and current debates at the interface of 

anthropology and medicine through a focus on cross-cultural approaches to illness, pain, 

healing, the body and care.  We will explore how different ways of experiencing and knowing 

the body, including varied concepts of gender, sexuality, and the life course, can radically alter 

how people think about and engage with issues of health and healing.  This course explores 

biomedicine as one among many ways of thinking through and constituting personhood, illness 

and the body.   

 
It deals with the challenges that arise when biomedical expertise meets other understandings 

of illness and suffering; the multiple kinds of care provided in institutional, public, religious and 

domestic settings; the relationship between curing and healing; and the ways in which people 

grapple with affliction and uncertainty through narrative, through relationships, and through 

action. Medical anthropology is not only narrowly concerned with suffering and sickness but 

examines the significance of wellbeing, health and medicine for all domains of social life. This 

course therefore explores the centrality of health and healing to social, political, and historical 

processes in general.  

 
Assessment: Coursework 100% (Short Essay & Long Essay) 
 

 

Happiness: Cross Cultural Perspectives (SCAN10043) 
This course will review the extent to which the social sciences have engaged with the topic of 

happiness from the Enlightenment to the present day. 'Happiness' will be broadly conceived, 

encompassing all subject appraisal of the quality of life and related matters such as aspiration 

and motives for this-worldly and other-worldly outcomes, and ethical judgements. Students 

will also address the literatures and policies relating to unhappiness and suffering, and discuss 

the pathologism of the social sciences as a cause for inadequate explicit analysis of social 

and cultural dimensions of happiness. The course will review cultural concepts and 

philosophies relating to happiness (such as utilitarianism and asceticism), as well as looking 

at the evidence of real-world differences in the achievement of happiness in diverse contexts 

and life-stages. 

 

Assessment: Coursework 100%, (Short & Long Essay) 

 

 

The Anthropology of Energy in the Global South (SCAN10078) 
This course will introduce students to perspectives on energy from anthropology and to studies 

of low carbon energy transitions in Africa, Asia and Latin America. 

 

Access to modern energy is seen as fundamental to reducing poverty, and improving 

education, livelihoods and health across the global South. Yet in the context of climate change 

and the UN's sustainable development goals the question of what kind of energy is appropriate 

for whom has become more important than ever. Meanwhile, the quest for new reserves of 

fossil fuels and attempts to increase the use of alternative energy is transforming relationships 

between the global south and the global north.  

 

  



This course approaches the study of energy, fuel and electricity in Africa, Latin America, South 

Asia and the Pacific as the study of social, cultural and political change. We will explore both 

the role of energy in post-colonial projects of nationalist modernisation and the place of energy 

in contemporary projects of socio-economic development. We will explore the social and 

cultural politics of oil, coal, hydro electricity, wind and solar. And we will shift focus between 

big infrastructure projects, like dams and coal plants, designed to generate electricity for 

people living on the grid to small, decentralised infrastructures projects designed for those 

living off the grid. 

 

The course is built around weekly case studies drawn from diverse global contexts and 

focused on specific examples. The course will utilise a variety of research-led teaching and 

learning techniques, applying critical pedagogical approaches and building key skills to apply 

innovative research methods. The course will be of particular interest to students taking 

programmes in social anthropology, sustainable development, politics and international 

relations, sociology, human geography as well as area studies, economics and law. 

 

Assessment: Coursework 100%, (Short & Long Essay) 

 

 

Urban Anthropology (SCAN10074) 
This course provides an in-depth, critical engagement with anthropological research regarding 

cities. 

 

Despite the increasing scale and velocity of urban growth throughout much of the world in the 

past century, anthropologists have only recently begun to grapple with the complexity of urban 

social dynamics. Traditionally focused on remote and seemingly isolated communities, today 

an increasing number of anthropologists have joined scholars from other disciplines to explore 

different aspects of the social, political, economic and cultural dynamics of cities and the 

connections within and between urban areas. This course considers what an urban 

anthropology can bring to "classic" theories of the city by exploring the diverse ways in which 

people inhabit, experience, engage and imagine urban environments. In drawing on a variety 

of ethnographic contexts and theorizations of the city, the course demands a critical rethinking 

of cities as sites for understanding social inequalities, emerging aesthetics and cultural forms, 

and senses of place for people who move to and through cities. The course gives particular 

attention to the visual and material aspects of the city as a built landscape not only through 

monuments, architecture and city planning but also through modes of dress, artistic 

expression, and styles of individual and collective self-representation and performance, all of 

which contribute to the texture, materiality and feel of urban landscapes. 

 

Assessment: Coursework 100%, (Mapping Exercise, Book Review & Final Assessment) 

 

 

  



Semester 2 – Core Courses 
 
 
Consumption, Exchange, Technology (SCAN10031) 
The course discusses how goods are produced, circulated and consumed, and how these 

three fundamental processes of social life and reproduction are mediated by technology. 

Classically, economic anthropologists focused on how such activities were organised in small-

scale societies or in colonial territories; often production and exchange, with their associated 

technologies, were highlighted while consumption received less attention. Today the impact 

of globalisation, the rise of the digital society, and the overflowing material abundance that 

characterises life in the advanced economies and aspirations elsewhere, have led many social 

theorists to focus on consumption and communication as the key factors determining how 

people experience power, identity, connections and conflicts. We study a range of case 

studies and theoretical essays, evaluating the strengths, weaknesses and applicability of 

different approaches. 

 

Assessment: Coursework 20%, Exam 70%, Tutorial Participation 10% 

 

 

Kinship: Structure and Process (SCAN10021) 
This course examines some of the ways in which people in different societies conceptualise 

and live out relatedness. It shows how notions about relatedness are linked to notions about 

gender, theories of procreation (which are themselves changing under the impact of new 

reproductive technologies), and ideas about bodily substance, as well as having emotional, 

economic, and political salience. Kinship has long been regarded as the core of the 

anthropological discipline, although the extent to which this is still the case is questionable. 

The course will consider some of the history of kinship studies, looking at some central 

debates in the subject and assessing their implications for anthropological theory. 

 

Assessment: Coursework 20%, Exam 70%, Tutorial Participation 10% 

 
 

Semester 2 – Optional Courses 
 
 
Anthropology of Displacement and Migration (SCAN10077) 
This course examines some of the key questions that displacement and migration raise for 
those concerned with development.  How should the international community respond to 
refugee crises?  Can transnational diasporas help build peace - or do they foment war?  
Should we distinguish between migrants from poverty, those fleeing conflict, and other civilians 
trapped in crisis?  Do labels like 'economic migrant', 'refugee', 'internally displaced person', 
and 'asylum seeker' ensure appropriate treatment - or rather legitimise political containment? 
 
Migration is simultaneously an aspect of everyday life, political debate, and media discourse. 
This course will examine how anthropology has shed light on the motivations for and 
experiences of displacement and migration.  Students will engage with a range of 
ethnographic and theoretical literature on migration and displacement to examine why and 
how people migrate.  Students will analyse the nature of mobility and immobility, including the 
gender, class, and ethnic implications for those engaging in processes of migration.  What are 
the implications for development that is the cause or result of migration and displacement? 
How are social and political affiliations and responsibilities negotiated by migrants and those 
left behind? 
 
  



Indicative sessions include: 

 Transnationalism and 'flexible citizenship' 

 Gender, kinship, and migration 

 Displacement for development, conservation, or military 

 Conflict-induced migration 

 The journey: smuggling, trafficking 

 Encampment and detention: control, management, and immobility 

 Migration for development (aspiration; health; remittances) 

 Diasporas, remittances, and 'long-distance nationalism' 

 Reformulations of 'home' and 'homeland' 

 Migration trajectories (return, onward, circular) 
 

Assessment: 100% Coursework 

 
 
Anthropology of Language (SCAN10076) 
This course introduces students to the study of language as social practice. The first half of 

the course engages with theoretical approaches to the social aspects of language drawn from 

philosophy, linguistics, and anthropology. The second half of the course utilizes these 

theoretical approaches to explore ethnographically specific case studies in the anthropology 

of language. 

 

The emphasis of this course will be on showing how anthropology and comparative studies 

have enriched our understanding of the dynamic of language, and how engagement with the 

subject 'language', and with other disciplines concerned with this subject, have historically 

influenced anthropological thinking beyond language. Students will be introduced to a range 

of different anthropological approaches to the study of language, and to a variety of interests 

that have led anthropologists to take an interest in language and literary activity.  

 

The course demonstrates that in addition to communicating social reality through diverse 

mediums and strategies (attention is drawn to description, illustration, evocation and 

performance; to speech and to writing), language plays a role in constituting social reality. 

Language has therefore relevance for a broad range of general concerns and specialized 

interest, and this applies for both scholarship and social and political action. Connections that 

will be explored include the intersections with processes of literacy, gender, statecraft, political 

resistance, and institutions of justice. These issues will be taught through a mixture of lectures, 

class discussions, and tutorials, with the emphasis being on encouraging students to bring to 

bear analytical concepts taught in the first half of the course upon the ethnographic case 

studies taught in the second half. 

 

Assessment: 100% Coursework 

 

 

Anthropology of the Middle East and North Africa (SCAN10073) 
This course provides an overview of contemporary Arabic-speaking societies through an 

approach that emphasizes anthropological themes as the main focus of analysis and 

ethnography as the key way of knowing. 

 

  



This course invites students to discover North African and Middle Eastern societies through 

an anthropological lens, focusing on places where the main language is Arabic (it does not 

cover Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan or other parts of the "Greater Middle East" or "Islamic World"). 

The course themes include a variety of cultural forms and life experiences that anthropologists 

of this region have regarded as key to its study, for example men, women and family; honour, 

shame and modesty; colonialism, the colonial legacy, and modernity; nationalism, ethnicity 

and language; religious piety; etc. 

 

Assessment: 100% Coursework 

 

 

Film and Anthropology (SCAN10075) 
This course will provide a broad overview of the history of visual anthropology and engage 

how the formal methods available to anthropological filmmakers have been/are deployed in 

the context of producing ethnographic engagements with the world that are primarily visual in 

their orientation. Thus, visual anthropology and its formal (i.e. methodological) relationship to 

ethnography, cultural and social anthropology, and the social sciences and humanities more 

generally is the specific focus of the course. Specific anthropologists/filmmakers to be covered 

will include Robert Gardner, Jean Rouch, Karl G. Heider, Robert Flaherty, Timothy Asch and 

Lucien Castaing-Taylor; salient non-fiction films or other visual representations (such as the 

early scientific photography of Charcot or Muybridge and the science films of Jean Painlevé) 

will also be considered. 

 

Assessment: 100% Coursework  

 

 

Humans & Other Species (SCAN10057) 
Why do human relations with other forms of life matter? In this course we will examine the 
place that other forms of life – animals, plants, insects and microbes - occupy in human worlds. 
We will discuss how multispecies anthropology is shaping scholarship in social anthropology 
in general and in medical anthropology in particular. Is it possible for anthropologists to take a 
‘non-anthropocentric’ perspective in their work, or can this be no more than a thought-
experiment?  
 
Historically anthropologists have been interested in animals, because we can use our 
understanding of them to work out what is distinctive about humans, or, because as Levi-
Strauss famously wrote, they are “good to think with”. More recently, anthropologists have 
begun to challenge the separation drawn between human and non-human forms of life, and 
ask about the bio-political consequences of scientific practices such as taxonomy and botany. 
Scholars in this field argue that the boundaries drawn up between species create hierarchies 
and inequalities, and that breaking down species distinctions reveals the extent to which 
nonhuman lives are deeply imbricated in socioeconomic projects.  More radically, some argue 
that we should abandon our anthropocentric views of the world in favour of an approach that 
recognizes the agency of other species. Alternatively, anthropologists of the non-western 
world are able to describe alternative modes of being in human relationships with other 
species.  
 
In this course we will examine these debates by exploring topics such as domestication and 
pets; livestock agriculture; pests, bugs and zoonoses; veterinary medicine and the “One 
Health” agenda; the role of animals in the life sciences and transplant medicine; animal rights 
and rewilding.  

 

Assessment: 100% Coursework  

  



Latin American Anthropology (SCAN10069) 
A survey of major contemporary debates and key works in the social anthropology of Latin 

America. The course will have a particular focus on the different ways in which life in the region 

has been mediated through literature, food, film, music, and other kinds of cultural productions. 

It will also offer a geographically focused examination of race, violence, religion, urbanization, 

and sexuality - topics introduced in the first and second years of the anthropology course. 

 

Anthropologists working in Latin America have been at the forefront of the discipline’s 

theorization of racial and economic inequality, the culture of politics, and urban life. Latin 

America has also been a site for major studies of social change, including civil war, migration, 

and economic globalization. This course will provide students with an introduction to the major 

themes and debates in the anthropology of Latin America. Through a close reading and 

discussion of ethnographic works, films, music, and other media, students in the course will 

become familiar with the breadth of languages, religions, political formations, and cultural 

systems of the area. Particular attention will be paid to recent interests among anthropologists 

in urban life, violence, religious syncretism, environmental politics, sexuality, and social 

movements. 

 
Assessment: 100% Coursework 
 
 

Social Development (SCAN10044) 
Development policies and strategies are important dimensions for all societies and their 
outcomes, intended and unintended, are a part of the context in which most anthropologists 
research and work.  This is an introduction to (international) development primarily from an 
anthropological perspective. It is not a ‘how-to’ course, but is concerned mainly with the 
intellectual challenge of understanding the contested body of ideas and practices associated 
with development interventions and processes of intentional change.  Who carries out 
‘development’, for what reasons, and what are its aims and consequences?  We will consider, 
in particular, anthropology’s engagement with and contribution to the subject, which has 
included both promoting development and radically critiquing it.  The course begins by 
reviewing several definitions of development.  We then discuss some of the key indicators, 
actors, and theories that have shaped our understanding of development post WWII, including 
shifts in the justifications for assisting distant others in the contemporary moral economy, and 
their political consequences.  Finally, we will discuss a few selected topics; health, 
environment, and development-oriented business practices of contemporary relevance to the 
practice and study of development. 
 
Assessment: 100% Coursework 
 
 

The Anthropology of Games and Play (SCAN10079) 
This course will study theoretical and ethnographic works on games and play to ask the 
following questions:  Is play a human universal?  What special kinds of communication does 
it afford?  Why are games compelling, and how do they vary cross-culturally?  How are new 
technologies changing the landscapes of human play and gaming?  And how do games and 
play relate to classical anthropological domains such as ritual, co-operation, and the social 
construction of worlds? 
 
The course will draw theoretical materials from a range of social scientific and philosophical 
sources, and will combine these with mainly ethnographic studies of games and play.  We will 
progress from defining games and play, to investigating anthropological approaches to the 
imagination and processes of rule-making, to thematic treatments of contemporary issues in 
the study of games: rule-making, virtuality, fantasy, entertainment, co-operation, and conflict. 
Seminar classes will include small participatory games, where appropriate. 
 
Assessment: 100% Coursework 



The Anthropology of Monsters: Demons, witches, cyborgs and other fabulous 
creatures (SCAN10072) 
This course is about monsters. It is about the way in which monstrous bodies mix and match 

realms that should be kept separate - nature/culture, human/animal, male/female, 

familiar/unfamiliar, material/immaterial and, above all, self/other. From African witches and the 

ghost of Burnt Woman in Australia to Freddy Krueger or "pharma" animals and cyborgs, it 

brings together Western and non-Western monsters in order to explore some of the ways in 

which they have been portrayed and experienced in different ethnographic contexts as well 

as through time. 

 

Do monsters exist and how can we define them? What role do monsters and monster 

narratives play in culture? Does the logic of monstrosity remain constant across time or does 

each era embrace the monsters it needs? Do African witches or the ghost of Burnt Woman in 

Eastern Australia share anything with Freddy Krueger, cyborgs or the chimeric 'pharm' animals 

of the new biotechnologies? How useful is it to bring together cinematic monsters like Freddy 

Krueger with African witches or, indeed, African witches with cyborgs? Focusing on a number 

of monstrous beings (demons, witches, vampires, spirits, cyborgs, chimeras, etc.), this course 

attempts to answer these questions by exploring some of the ways in which monsters have 

been portrayed and experienced in different ethnographic contexts as well as different times.  

 

This exploration is organized around two main themes. We will start with the idea that 

monsters are arbiters of order and disorder - they allow us, that is, to express ideas about 

what is normal and channel fears about what is not. As 'the abnormal' that monsters represent 

appears to be conditioned by the mixture of different realms that need to be kept separate, the 

first part of the course will concentrate on different kinds of Monstrous Bodies in relation to 

particular examples of such a mixture (e.g., human/animal, self/other, male/female, 

familiar/unfamiliar, material/immaterial). In the second part of the course, Monstrous 

Technologies, we shall concentrate on the idea that monstrosity does not simply represent 

fear of abnormal selves or abnormal bodies but also challenges, permeates and constructs 

normal selves and normal bodies. In this sense, rather than a simple representational 

category, it may be seen as a way of being or becoming. 

 

Weekly topics may include: 

Monstrous Bodies 

 From the uncanny to the abject: un/familiar monsters 

 From Gods to heroes and angels: im/mortal monsters 

 From the impossible to the forbidden: im/moral monsters 

 

Monstrous Technologies 

 Excess and lack 

 Defilement and disgust 

 Ruination and transgression 

 

Assessment: 100% Coursework 

 


