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bias in my own work. In so doing, | have been guided by the assump-
tion that bias derives from personal human history and experience,
and have based my inquiry into my own work and that of others in
our field accordingly. 1 have been helped in this endeavor by a series
of questions raised by Margaret Mead, who considered the following
sources of influence when examining the impact of particular forms of
schooling upon society {Spindler 1984):

. Who did the work?

. Where did they come from?

. How were they selected?

. How were they trained?

. What was their history?

. What was their value system?

. What happened to them once they were out in the community?
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These questions facilitate definition of what I have called “’bias in the
biography.” For this discussion, I examined the historical record of my
own research projects since high school, as well as reviews of the field
of anthropology and education by respected practitioners of our dis-
cipline who, in looking at the history of the field, were attempting to
define it. ] hoped in so doing to develop a model for identifying my
own biases as well as those in our collective intellectual biography, so
as to guide our scholarship into under- and yet unexplored regions.

Sources of Bias in the Biography

Bias, it seems to me, comes from two sources—personal experience
and professional training. Professional training is perhaps the easiest
of the two to understand, though it consists of a number of factors that
we usually do not consider seriously.

The History of the Discipline

A number of biases derive from our academic history. In other eras,
scholars chose to focus upon difterent [evels or units of analysis and
have defined the field according to their particular interests. These ap-
parently conflicting definitions can be resolved more easily when ex-
amined in historical perspective. As [ reviewed the history of our field,
it appeared to be divided into three eras. With apologies for rather un-
imaginative labeling, I have divided them as follows: (1) the wild or
“feral” stage, (2) the stage of domestication or institutionalization, and
(3) the stage of diffusion.

The wild or feral stage. During this period, which includes the period
prior to the mid-1950s, inquiries into anthropology and education
were informed by cultural or social anthropology and the techniques
of ethnographic fieldwork, They were carried out by individuals who
were, for the most part, formally trained in the discipline of anthro-
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pology, and who worked in museums or university departments of
anthropology. They were united by an interest in cultural transmis-
sion and its impact on personality, and they focused on the context of
learning, as embodied in descriptions of the characteristics of cultural
groups.

The domestic or institutional stage. This period lasted from the mid-1950s
to the mid-1970s and includes the time during which the Council on
Anthropology and Education was established. While the type of study
carried out during the feral period continued to be done, a great many
of the studies done during this time period were informed by learning
theory and the data collection and analytic methods of linguistics. No
longer were the practitioners of anthropology and education limited
to the field of anthropology; now they included sociologists, curricu-
lum specialists, evaluators, and psychologists, who often worked in
colleges of education and public school systems. They were united by
an interest in formal, usually public, elementary and secondary edu-
cation, and their focus was not so much on the confext of learning as it
was on the content, both formal and informal, of teaching and learning,
and upon individual teachers and learners. To some scholars, this may
have seemed an unduly individualistic approach for cultural anthro-
pologists, as well as one lacking in broader contextual linkages outside
the interactional dyad or small group. However, to me the approach
makes sense, because, as Erickson (1986) reminds us, educational an-
thropology is preeminently concemed with learning, and to have
learning, you must also have learners.

The diffusion stage. Diffusion covers the mid-1970s to the present. It has
been characterized by shortages of jobs and by movement of scholars
out of academe. This has meant a change in the context of the disci-
pline as well as in the questions it asks. In this period, we have been
concerned less with the context and content of learning than with pro-
cess and interaction, linkages with other cultures, culture brokering
and boundary maintenance (Schensul 1981}, and practice in applied
settings. Some of the topics for investigation have included how learn-
ing takes place, how research gets done, how social life is negotiated,
how boundaries between personal and professional life are brokered,
how reality is to be depicted, and whose reality is to be portrayed. As
anthropologists had to learn to negotiate outside academe, negotia-
tion became a field of study. In other words, the intellectual experi-
ence of the field is recapitulated in the professional experience of its
practitioners. The questions critical to the field are shaped by the era
in which the fieldworkers live.

I present this rather cramped historical overview as a way to look at
historical sources of bias in what we do. As a tool for identifying these
biases in a systematic way, I suggest that we look at ourselves using
the same modes of analysis that Judith Friedman Hansen (1982) sug-
gested be used when developing an anthropology of learning. These



