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Resituating the Place of Educational Discourse in Anthropology

This critical essay examines the place of educational discourse in contemporary anthropology. I address the growing influ-
ence of "cultural studies" frameworks in anthropology—especially in research on popular culture, media, and identity—
and the corresponding neglect of specifically educational discourses and practices, in and out of schools. To illustrate, I
briefly examine recent research by four noted cultural anthropologists who mention the effects of schools at their field sites
but pay insufficient attention to complex educational discourses and practices. Then I address the reasons why most con-
temporary anthropologists outside the subfield of "anthropology of education" ignore or downplay the role of modern
schools in structuring identities and power relations, both locally and globally. I end with a programmatic synthesis: to rec-
ognize and account for the continuing power of schools in most contemporary ethnographic sites, even as we broaden our
vision of "education" and extend our analytic tools well beyond schools. This resituating of educational discourse in an-
thropology might accomplish two important things. First, it could arrest the trend toward subfield specialization and pro-
vide a more unifying research program. Second, it would promote anthropology's renewed engagement with some of the
most pressing problems of democracy and public policy, fostering an organic link between our multiple roles as teachers,
researchers, and institutional actors, [education, identity, cultural studies, ethnographyJ

Not long ago in the American Anthropologist,
Philippe Bourgois (1996) scolded educational eth-
nographers for their "glamorization of adolescent

oppositional styles" and their "arbitrary focus on a single
institution—the school" (1996:250-251). According to
Bourgois, even so-called "critical ethnographers," who
purport to address the structure of power in contemporary
society, actually celebrate the "creativity of heteroglosic
[sic] dialogues" while taking refuge in the "protective co-
coon of classrooms" (p. 251). Bourgois (1995) himself un-
dertook arduous fieldwork in the underground crack econ-
omy of New York City. His young informants were often
cruel and hurtful, and they resented the role schools had
played in their lives. Presumably, such informants enabled
Bourgois to apprehend the "contradictory agency that ac-
companies structural oppression"—an agency he claims
critical educational ethnographers often ignore (p. 251).

Truly, few ethnographers have the courage or the incli-
nation to subject themselves to the risks that Bourgois
claims would accompany fieldwork in the marginal spaces
of "urban apartheid." I applaud Bourgois's intrepidity, and
I agree that a committed public anthropology needs to take
more risks, certainly methodological and practical, perhaps

even physical and emotional. Still, he overstates his case
against the sins of educational ethnography. Much contem-
porary educational ethnography does in fact attend to the
experiences of those abused or driven out by the school
(Eckert 1989; Fine 1991; Foley 1990, 1995; Kelly 1993;
MacLeod 1987; Weis 1990), even if such school "push-
outs" don't always occupy the violent subculture of the un-
derground crack economy. Moreover, there is still much to
be learned about what occurs inside schools without
succumbing to a view of them as circumscribed cultural
worlds (Nespor 1997). Indeed, the focus on the school is
anything but "arbitrary"; rather, it acknowledges the ongo-
ing centrality of formal schooling in the socialization of
youth, as well as the romance between states and schools
that constitutes one of modernity's central features (Green
1997). By singling out educational ethnographers for criti-
cism, Bourgois fails to advance the dialogue we really
need: between educational ethnographers and those cul-
tural anthropologists who, having eschewed the discourse
of "education," nevertheless examine educational proc-
esses under the banner of cultural production and identity
formation. This is the dialogue I will advance here.

American Anthropologist 101 (3): 594-604. Copyright© 1999. American Anthropological Association



LEVINSON / EDUCATIONAL DISCOURSE IN ANTHROPOLOGY 595

Bourgois more trenchantly notes that educational eth-
nographers may fail to appreciate or explore the kind of in-
cidental learning, often peer-driven, that occurs in the
school As the "most important state institution" (Bourgois
1996:251) children will typically encounter, schools privi-
lege certain forms of symbolic capital. Schools are given
the mandate to culturally produce an "educated person" ac-
cording to power-laden criteria of knowledge and com-
portment (Levinson and Holland 1996). As Bourgois elo-
quently describes, some students come to utilize the school
as a space for honing their "survival skills" in the street cul-
ture. Such students may learn these skills out of indiffer-
ence or opposition to the formal pedagogy of the school
(cf. Willis 1981). Without glamorizing such skills (Bour-
gois includes among them fistfighting!), we can still recog-
nize their connection to an oppositional, radically stigma-
tized model of the educated person. This model is
undoubtedly produced both within and against the school,
by eventual drug culture participants, in an effort to survive
the depredations of a racialized political economy. The true
tragedy of urban apartheid is that its administrative logic
co-opts schools into defining and locating the "educated
person" well outside the realities of many students' lives.
There exists good evidence, moreover, that such logic is
more pervasive, even systemic, in the United States. Echo-
ing Jules Henry's (1963) earlier critique, Varenne and
McDermott (1998) argue that the "school America builds"
is actually designed to fail many students (cf. Gilmore et al.
1993). Such "failed" students, like Bourgois's informants,
may in turn refine their violence and misogyny to "become
the most immediate administrators of their community's
oppression on a daily basis" (Bourgois 1996:255).

My reading of Bourgois serves to pose a broader set of
questions and concerns about the status of educational
studies and discourse in anthropology, as well as the status
of anthropology in the public sphere. It leads me to both a
critique and a program. First, the critique: Why is it that, on
the one hand, many contemporary anthropologists of edu-
cation confine their studies to schools, becoming rather
more like "school ethnographers" than educational ethnog-
raphers broadly defined? How and why have we allowed
our vision of education to be narrowed to schooling, there-
by abandoning rich conceptual insights and opening our-
selves to the charge of topical overspecialization? On the
other hand, why do most cultural anthropologists outside
the educational subfield now ignore or downplay the role
of modern schools in structuring identities and power rela-
tions, both locally and globally? How and why have cul-
tural anthropologists thereby rejected educational dis-
course and the critical public intervention it might afford?

The way out of this impasse, it would seem, is through a
convergent intellectual movement. We must recognize that
schools are still terribly important sites for the production
of knowledge and symbolic value, and we must acknowl-

edge, describe, and theorize their continuing power in con-
temporary ethnographic sites. Yet schools are not the only
place where education occurs, and we must continually
broaden our vision of education to extend our analytic tools
well beyond the schools. Those who study schools ought to
situate their studies in a "multi-sited research imaginary"
(Marcus 1998), investigating "flows of practice" (Nespor
1997) across time and space and the variety of educational
contexts. Meanwhile, those who study communities, insti-
tutions, and their "cultures" ought to situate such studies in
relation to the effects of schools and draw upon the rich tra-
dition of educational discourse in anthropology and be-
yond. This resituating of educational discourse in anthro-
pology might accomplish two important things. First, it
could arrest the trend toward subfield specialization and
provide a more unifying research program. Second, it
would promote anthropology's renewed engagement with
some of the most pressing problems of democracy and
public policy, fostering organic links between our multiple
roles as teachers, researchers, and institutional actors.

In this brief essay, I direct the discussion toward my an-
thropological colleagues outside the educational subfield. I
examine recent trends in cultural anthropology that have
led to a relative neglect of schools and the discourse of
education. I then speculate about some of the reasons for
these trends, ending with a proposed program for collabo-
ration and dialogue in the study of educational practices
across cultures, societies, and the ethnographic sites of
modernity.

Cultural Studies in Anthropology and the
Relative Neglect of Education

Within cultural anthropology there has been a growing
trend to privilege styles of cultural analysis informed by
the discourses of critical theory, feminism, postcolonial-
ism, postmodernism, and political economy. Such dis-
courses also have driven the emerging interdisciplinary
field of cultural studies (Gupta and Ferguson 1997; Nugent
and Shore 1997). A glance at the journals American Eth-
nologist and Cultural Anthropology, arguably the most
powerful forums in contemporary cultural anthropology,
confirms this theoretical trend. Power and inequality
clearly have moved to the center of anthropology's agenda,
and anthropology continues to make vital contributions to
interdisciplinary work (Knauft 1996; Marcus 1998; Ortner
1996). I agree with Keesing's (1994) salutary assessment
of cultural studies' impact on anthropology. Yet while I
find my own work enriched by many of these discourses, I
also find they have been appropriated at the expense of ear-
lier anthropological insights into cultural production, ac-
quisition, and transmission. Many of these insights were
developed by anthropologists studying "education" or "en-
culturation" (Blot et al. in press; Hansen 1979; Levinson et
al. 1996; Spindler 1997).' Meanwhile, the sense of schools
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as a pervasive product of modernity—as powerful sites of
intentional cultural transmission within and against which
identities are constantly being constructed—appears to
have been lost.

The advent of cultural studies in anthropology has un-
doubtedly enriched educational research and provided a
possible bridge between educational anthropology and
other anthropological fields.2 Yet at the same time, it has
highlighted a discrepancy within anthropology concerning
the significance of schools as sites for identity formation
and the relevance of educational theorizing. This discrep-
ancy can be seen more clearly if we examine the growing
body of anthropological work on the mass media in iden-
tity formation—one area among others (critical medical
anthropology, transnational and "public culture" studies,
etc.) that demonstrates the impact of cultural studies dis-
courses (Abu-Lughod 1990, 1993, 1995; Appadurai 1990;
Das 1995; Liechty 1995; Lutz and Collins 1993; Mankekar
1993; Rofel 1994; Salzman 1993; Wilk 1993). Though
many contemporary educational studies share the theoreti-
cal perspectives on power and identity current in these an-
thropological studies of the media, education as practice or
discourse receives little attention from the media scholars.3

Meanwhile, those anthropologists carrying out ethno-
graphic studies of media use appear to suggest, at least im-
plicitly, that the media have become in this postmodern age
an even more powerful locus of education and identity for-
mation than schools.4 In my view this line of work has been
rather poorly articulated to the necessarily complementary
study of schools as sites of cultural production and identity
formation.5 A more inclusive view of education as the in-
herently political co-creation of knowledge and identity
would go a long way toward articulating studies of schools
and media. The point, of course, is not to decide whether
schools or the media are more powerful resources for con-
structing identity; the point is to analyze precisely what
kind of power they have, to investigate how the symbolic
and political-economic resources of schools, media, and
other sites get taken up by social actors in the embedded
practical actions of everyday life.

Some Examples of Relative Neglect

In his well-received book on the Sandinista Revolution
and the culture of machismo in Nicaragua, Roger Lancas-
ter describes families and peer-based "street" culture as
important sites for the learning of gender identities. He
even invokes the impact of the global media, such as when
a boy displays his aggressive masculinity by suggesting the
Sandinistas will repel the contras/gringos in the manner of
Ram bo, with machine guns blazing (Lancaster 1992:191-
192). Yet in an otherwise brilliant and innovative ethnog-
raphy, Lancaster barely mentions the role of schools in
Sandinista Nicaragua. Schools remain on the margins of
Lancaster's narrative, only dimly structuring economic ex-

pectations and family practices (1992:180), or patterns of
friendship and solidarity (1992:167-168). The relative ab-
sence of schools is glaring since the Sandinistas were known
to have inaugurated massive literacy and school construction
campaigns and used schools as an important space for pro-
ducing the revolutionary "new man" (Amove 1994).

Consider also Richard Maddox's (1993) fine historical
ethnography of an Andalusian town, which addresses the
"politics of tradition" in an increasingly mass-mediated
age. Maddox's primary concern is to show how the forms
and discourses of "tradition" in Aracena have varied his-
torically in their manner of effecting domination and medi-
ating forms of class consciousness. New elements of mass
culture, in the form of television shows, consumer com-
modities, and the like have been incorporated uneasily into
"traditional" social practices. While Maddox does mention
the role of a new coeducational high school in displacing
earlier, church-based models of social propriety, he does so
only glancingly. Yet his own subsequent, more thorough
study of the effects of school culture in Aracena, initiated
largely at the prompting of a colleague, added immensely
to his earlier ethnography and resulted in an exceptionally
insightful account of the relation between schooling and
class-based forms of practice and identity (Maddox 1994).
Maddox shows how working-class students in Aracena are
less likely than their middle-class peers to continue beyond
secondary education, and more likely to distance them-
selves from the school while embracing "traditional" val-
ues. He concludes that "education represents a strategic lo-
cus around which a complex politics of community and
class identity develops" (Maddox 1994:114).

Lila Abu-Lughod (1986, 1990, 1993, 1995) has written
a series of perceptive and widely read accounts of her eth-
nographic work among the Awlad 'Ali Bedouins of West-
ern Egypt. Abu-Lughod's first book, Veiled Sentiments,
barely mentioned schools or the cultural media as a force in
the community. As in Lancaster's account, schools entered
the ethnographic narrative only in truncated fashion, har-
bingers of new economic strategies and alienated knowl-
edges. In 1986, the author's focus was on the various gen-
dered uses of "traditional" ritual poetry in Bedouin society.
By 1990, however, Abu-Lughod had raised the question of
young women's engagement with feminized consumer
commodities, like cosmetics and lingerie, as well as Egyp-
tian music and television. In the same context, she argued
that schools, as a form of "discipline" and an "institution of
the state," privatized the Bedouin individual and the fam-
ily, thus helping to erode identifications with kin groups as
a basis for resistance to the state. Abu-Lughod suggested
that schools were similar to media and consumer com-
modities in that they were attractive to young women as a
means of achieving freedom from the more authoritarian
practices of their elders. Yet such "modern" products,
ironically, also brought these women "new forms of sub-
jection" (1990:50).
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In her most recent book, Abu-Lughod pursues this line
of analysis, albeit in the terms of a narrative deliberately
absent of explicit theoretical reflection. Most of the final
chapter (1993:207-241) is devoted to recounting the expe-
rience of Kamla, a young woman who has clearly pursued
advanced schooling over the initial objections of important
family members, and as a means of achieving autonomy
from familial imperatives she finds constraining. Yet we
also find Kamla resorting to the radio and television to
carve out a space of freedom for herself. The material Abu-
Lughod presents vividly portrays a young woman who has
largely aligned herself with the dominant Egyptian defini-
tion of a modern "educated person," while still attempting
to valorize the "traditional" practices, and superior moral-
ity, of the Bedouins. Abu-Lughod's presentation is some-
what troubling, in that it seems to collapse the effects of the
media, consumer commodities, and the schools. While I
commend the author's attention to the contradictory pres-
ence of schooling, and the manner in which it has impacted
the identity of a single woman, I also believe she presup-
poses a great deal about what kinds of social relations and
knowledges are actually appropriated in schools. This kind
of oversight still characterizes Abu-Lughod's more recent
article on Egyptian soap operas, which she says reinforce
certain school messages (1995:207) in the way they are de-
signed to "educate" and "teach" an imagined public about
the values of nationalism and modernity (1995:191, 196).
Yet closer study of the actual school sites, and greater at-
tention to theoretical work on education, undoubtedly
would have yielded a finer account of contradictions be-
tween school-based ideologies and those encouraged
through forms of mass marketing and media.

Finally, no less an anthropological luminary than Clif-
ford Geertz (1995) has recently discussed the importance
of local schools in the Moroccan and Indonesian contexts
of fieldwork. He is especially brilliant in recounting an In-
donesian episode of multilingual cultural hybridity, an all-
night graduation ceremony for the English course taught
within an Islamic "madrasah" (pp. 143-151). According to
Geertz, the ceremony, improvised over the course of some
five hours, dramatically illustrates the tensions and ironies
between a desire to maintain "severe, puritanical Islam"
and a "desire to make connection with life at its most con-
temporary" (p. 151). Geertz uses this example to discuss
the multiple play of "modernities" in contemporary Indo-
nesia, yet this short reflection on schools only comes to us
packaged in a late-career memoir. Why does Geertz's eth-
nographic corpus actually contain so few references to
schools, and why has Geertz so seldom referred to the
problem of education in his work?

Some Explanations for the Relative Neglect

My aim here is not to censure those anthropologists who
have largely ignored schools and educational discourse.

On the contrary, I have deliberately chosen authors whose
work, grounded in sophisticated and historically informed
ethnographic analysis, most anthropologists greatly ad-
mire. Yet I wish to examine this trend and interrogate its
consequences for the intellectual and public life of the dis-
cipline. For example, attention to the media is important
and justified, but I urge anthropologists to avoid exclusive
attention to the media, especially where schools clearly ex-
ercise powerful influence, and especially where the media
themselves are embedded in a complex network of educa-
tional relations and practices. I would make the same call
to students of medicine, law, religion, and other crucial
spheres of human endeavor.

There are a number of reasons why schools may be un-
der-studied by anthropologists seeking to understand piv-
otal sites of cultural production and identity formation. I
will develop my critique of media studies further, but I will
also discuss other reasons for such neglect. Some of these
reasons are practical and logistical, with challenges fre-
quently posed by the limited methods of solitary ethnogra-
phy. Others reasons may issue more from unexamined as-
sumptions and values, our discipline's historical baggage. I
begin my comments there.

Anthropologists historically have studied the "other" of
modernity, those groups and societies nominally outside
the symbolic borders of the institutional West. Schools
have evolved as part of this institutional package, and in-
creasingly they have been charged with the incorporation
of "others" into the modern nation-state. Yet during the
earlier part of this century, schools were rarely a part of the
fieldwork context. Even as formal schooling became regu-
larized and bureaucratized in the West, anthropologists
continued to study a range of educational practices outside
the school, including ritual and apprenticeship. For exam-
ple, the third chapter of Margaret Mead's (in)famous study
(1928) was titled "The Education of the Samoan Child."
This expansive view of education is one of anthropology's
most important legacies, and it provides a powerful anti-
dote to the colonizing presumptions of formal schooling.
Anthropologists have responded to the challenge of ana-
lyzing the effects of globalization and modernity (Gupta
and Ferguson 1997; Knauft 1996; Miller 1995), but we
have tended to concede the study of schools to sociologists.
Perhaps more tragically still, we have often surrendered the
discourse of "education" along with the schools. Our goal
should be to apply the broader anthropological insights
about the multiplicity of educational options to an analysis
of such dominant educational forms as schools. For in-
stance, what happens when modern schools challenge or
incorporate previous educational traditions and practices
(Bledsoe 1992; Cohen 1971; Rival 1996; Serpell 1993)?
We can perhaps best understand local responses to state
schooling by coupling recent insights into power and the
politics of culture (Gledhill 1994; Gupta and Ferguson
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1997; Shore and Wright 1997) with the most inclusive ac-
counts of educational options (Bateson 1976; Chaiklin and
Lave 1996; Lave and Wenger 1991; Singleton 1998).

In noting that the "social sciences arbitrarily marginalize
researchers interested in schools," Bourgois (1996:256)
suggests another possible reason for cultural anthropol-
ogy's neglect of education. Anthropologists of education
have come to be associated with educational practice and
reform in a way that is sometimes seen as a compromise,
not an enrichment, of critical research. (This is a deeply
rooted facet of our own disciplinary culture that continu-
ally generates a specious distinction between "basic" and
"applied" research, and which the American Anthropo-
logical Association has addressed recently with calls for a
new "public anthropology.") Because educational re-
searchers may imperfectly employ anthropological theo-
ries and methods to study schools, they are dismissed, even
denigrated, by mainstream anthropologists.

To be sure, the anthropology of education has in recent
years tended to develop in relative isolation from broader
theoretical currents in the discipline. Levinson (1992) and
Ogbu (1981) each note how the subfield grew largely out
of culture-and-personality studies and, thus, lacked a leg-
acy helpful for conceptualizing the entanglement of his-
tory, power, and social structure in educational processes.6

While in more recent years the subfield has made great
strides in this direction,7 the broader discipline apparently
still perceives it as a marginal branch, perhaps too "ap-
plied" or beholden to the pragmatic interests of professional
educators to provide more general insights. Ironically, the
Council on Anthropology and Education continues to grow
in numbers and vitality, incorporating ever greater num-
bers of ethnic minorities and women, even as fewer and
fewer anthropologists of education publish in cultural an-
thropology journals or find employment in departments of
anthropology.8

Perhaps anthropologists tend to take the effects of
schooling for granted. We may assume, rather unanthro-
pologically, that Western-style schooling has the same ef-
fects everywhere. To be fair, there is much evidence to
warrant such assumptions. Scholars such as Meyer et al.
(1992) and Fuller (1991) have discussed the globalization
and standardization of these Western forms of mass
schooling. According to Fuller (1991), especially "fragile"
Third World states adopt models of education following
the Western pattern in order to "signal" their commitment
to Western-style progress and modernization through mass
opportunity and meritocratic rules. Yet because they lack
the resources and political will to follow through on this
commitment, such states end up fomenting popular de-
mand they cannot possibly fulfill. Education becomes a
mere caricature of Western systems, serving largely sym-
bolic and integrative purposes. Meyer et al. (1992:1), on
the other hand, claim that formal Western-style schools,
and their increasingly standardized curricula, have come to

eclipse virtually all other "means of the inter-generational
transmission of culture."9 This is an important point to
complement the cultural studies emphasis on the effects of
global media and consumer culture. For if it is true that
blue jeans, Coca-Cola, and Mickey Mouse define the cul-
tural horizons of ever-increasing numbers of people, so too
do the hegemonic forms of mass schooling. Local diversity
is not only challenged by the global flow of cultural com-
modities, but by models of schooling increasingly divorced
from the particularities of culture-specific moral discourses
and styles of learning. The school's imported curriculum
may provide yet another horizon of the global within the
local (King 1997; Miller 1995).10

After all, we anthropologists are in some sense the final
products of the formal schooling enterprise. We may there-
fore fall victim to a certain epistemological myopia, as-
suming that students who undergo Western-style schooling
appropriate knowledge and form worldviews in ways simi-
lar to our own. In many of the former colonial societies an-
thropologists study, formal schooling has now been a part
of virtually every locale for some twenty or thirty years.11

Subtly and perhaps imperceptibly, the practices and values
surrounding schooling have had ample time to work their
ways into the fabric of community life. The more relatively
recent arrival of globalized media, on the other hand, has
brought stark and (for anthropologists, anyway) intellectu-
ally stimulating incongruities to local life. While "imperi-
alist nostalgia" may provide the driving force for popular
magazine images of Third World otherness (Babcock
1990; Lutz and Collins 1993; O'Barr 1994), anthropologists
have their own ethnographic imaginary, which increas-
ingly includes photos of loinclothed watchers of Dallas, or
boom-boxes on the Bolivian altiplano. Evidently, the sight
of children from these groups adorned for school and car-
rying books does not intrigue us. Thus, while new and in-
creasingly pervasive forms of media have captured anthro-
pology's gaze, we still don't know whether the effects of
these media are really as powerful as the more politically
and economically embedded presence of schools. This is a
question that should not be settled by assumption.12

Anthropology has for some time largely ignored the
likelihood that cultural knowing and identity formation are
long-term, developmental processes and has instead as-
sumed that the study of "adult" forms will suffice (Bauman
1982; Bruner 1996; Corsaro 1997; Holland 1992; Shore
and Wright 1997; Stephens 1995). Such assumptions may
also be reinforced by the relative difficulty of crossing cul-
turally defined age boundaries in working with children
and youth. Whatever the reasons, such adult centrism has
entailed an abandonment of fundamental insights gener-
ated during earlier periods of anthropological theorization,
especially within the educational subfield (see Blot et al. in
press; Hansen 1979; Wax et al. 1971). Ironically, excite-
ment over the effects of media, fomented by the increas-
ingly powerful presence of interdisciplinary cultural
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studies (Keesing 1994), may eventually upset this favoring
of adult forms. Anthropologists have renewed their interest
in the role of youth as cultural innovators, since they are in-
creasingly abundant and often the most active and compe-
tent consumers of the new media (Liechty 1995; Nespor
1997; Holland and Skinner 1995). Yet the study of schools
and the conceptualization of educational processes has still
received far too little recognition.

Finally, the burdens that multi-site studies put on the re-
searcher may also explain the relative neglect of schooling.
In the classic anthropological setting of a tribal commu-
nity, the typical "lone ethnographer" (Erickson and Stull
1998; Salzman 1994) was unable to provide a comprehen-
sive account of all the important sites of cultural produc-
tion, transmission, and acquisition. Of course, anthropolo-
gists drew on their "ethnographic authority" (Clifford 1988)
to assure us we were getting the full picture, but now we
know better. With the expansion of modern state regimes
and global capitalism, local communities have become
even more broadly distributed in space and more firmly en-
meshed in wide-ranging structures and practices (Ap-
padurai 1990; Marcus 1998). Schools play a crucial role in
mediating such relations (Maddox understood this better
when he returned to Aracena for further research). Yet for
lone ethnographers facing all the usual problems of carry-
ing out field research, it still may be more enticing to watch
television in our informants' homes, or gather round the
boom-box with dancing teenagers, than to enter the com-
plexity of school relations and document the interplay be-
tween different forms of knowledge. Methodologically
and ethically, and despite Bourgois's assertion to the con-
trary, schools are difficult places to study. They have gate-
keepers from whom permission must be secured. They
often require a difficult negotiation of structurally opposed
interests and alliances. Such conditions may threaten the
sustained observations and interviews needed to construct
a compelling interpretation of the effects of schooling. Thus,
the model of solitary ethnography makes the study of school-
ing more daunting, especially when it must be situated
within a broader array of educational contexts and relations.13

Why Schools Still Matter: Some Conclusions

Have schools largely been written out of the emerging
anthropological narrative on identity and social change in
the late twentieth century? Has education been relegated to
a peripheral place on the theoretical and practical agenda?
Recent trends might answer such questions affirmatively,
but other histories bespeak a different response. The sub-
field of educational anthropology acquired a high profile in
the 1960s, when it largely aligned itself with civil rights
and student movements. The Council on Anthropology
and Education was formally constituted at that time, and a
number of prominent anthropologists known for their criti-
cal work on modernization and culture change (e.g.,

Eleanor Leacock, Stanley Diamond, Jules Henry) had al-
ready "crossed over" to the study of education. Yet while
Council membership has continued to grow, its intellectual
impact within the discipline appears to have waned. This is
especially disheartening, since the issues and topics cul-
tural anthropologists currently pursue might be produc-
tively addressed to and by educational discourse. It may be
true that critical social theory and cultural studies have yet
to make a fuller impact in the subfield, and educational an-
thropologists' allergy to power may render their work less
compelling to others. Still, it is also true that cultural an-
thropologists working to elaborate a more sophisticated
and comprehensive view of cultural processes under late
modernity have usually omitted schools and ignored "edu-
cation," thereby producing uneven accounts.

Ironically, many of the critical frameworks developed in
the interdisciplinary field of cultural studies, and sub-
sequently taken up by cultural anthropologists, first took
ethnographic form in British work on schools and youth
cultures.14 In a related development, Bourdieu and associ-
ates applied his own critical sociology, first developed
through ethnographic work with the peasant Kabyle of Al-
geria (1977), to the study of power and formal education in
France (Bourdieu 1984, 1988; Bourdieu and Passeron
1977). Yet while American anthropologists are quick to
cite this literature, they have been slow to recognize the
importance of schools as sites of cultural production and
reproduction, perhaps especially in those societies that
have experienced an unprecedented expansion of Western-
style schooling in the past thirty years or so. While the
presence of schools is mentioned in most ethnographic
work, there has still been little systematic attention paid to
the ongoing effects of schooling. To be clear, I am not en-
gaged in special pleading for more study of schools, as
such. It's not that we should drop our studies of the media
or medicine and run to the schools; rather, we should ac-
knowledge the key symbolic role schools play in structur-
ing a variety of social practices and expectations. We
should take schools seriously as sources of new knowledge
and value, new configurations of difference, which interre-
late in complex ways with the other educational relations
and practices of everyday life.15

Finally, there is a story here about our relationship as in-
tellectuals and anthropologists to the educational practices
of our own society. Conflicts over both educational provi-
sion and appropriate models of the "educated person"
abound in the United States, while privatization and white
flight continually exacerbate existing inequalities. If we
fail to examine education closely in other societies, and if
we eschew most anthropological work presently con-
ducted on education in the United States, how can we hope
to make a broader impact on the persons our own society
produces? In the United States, the discourse of education
continues to structure everyday beliefs and expectations
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for most citizens, and it serves to organize public debates
around a number of key issues. By addressing work on cul-
tural production and identity formation to the discourse of
education, we might open up a greater space for anthropo-
logical participation in public debates.

Almost forty years ago, Jules Henry (1960, 1963) drew
on a comparative understanding of education to write a
"passionate ethnography" about the damaging practices in
U.S. popular culture and public schools. More recently,
other anthropologists have developed similar ethnographic
critiques (Devine 1996; Foley 1990; Fordham 1996;
McQuillan 1997). Such work can be part of a broader re-
solve to explode the specious distinctions between "first"
and "third" worlds, between "basic" and "applied" re-
search. We can put theoretical and comparative knowledge
of education—radically, even within a "liberal political
project" (Gupta and Ferguson 1997:24)—at the service of
critique and reform in our own backyards. When we have
moved further in this direction, we will have truly resitu-
ated the place of educational discourse in anthropology.

Notes
Acknowledgments. Portions of this article were previously

published as part of Levinson and Holland (1996). I thank
Dorothy Holland for her intellectual companionship on this
project. I also thank Kelly Askew, Richard Blot, Sandra Cade,
G. Alfred Hess, Dell Hymes, Kevin Meskill, Margaret Sutton,
and several anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments
on this paper. My gratitude to the National Academy of Edu-
cation and the Spencer Foundation for funding a postdoctoral
fellowship that made this work possible.

1. Space does not allow me to chart the broader history of
relations between subfields like educational anthropology,
psychological anthropology, and cognitive anthropology, each
concerned with personal, institutional, and cultural modalities
of learning and structures of knowledge. Several currently
prominent scholars arguably straddle these fields (Cole 1990;
Holland and Eisenhart 1990; Holland et al. 1998; Lave 1988;
Lave and Wenger 1991; Tharp and Gallimore 1988).

2. Though not my focus here, other planks for bridge con-
struction could also be identified. It is indeed unfortunate that
cultural anthropology's prevailing skepticism toward the natu-
ral sciences has caused us to ignore profound insights emerg-
ing from biological anthropology and archaeology. Work on
the origins of language and symbol use, as well as the sym-
bolic structure of "educational" spaces in prehistoric societies,
at one time informed much conceptual work in cultural and
educational anthropology (see Hansen 1979; Levinson in
press).

3. For counterexamples of educational anthropologists ad-
dressing media use, see Fisherkeller (1997), Nespor (1997),
and Schultz (1996).

4. In critical educational studies, a parallel development
has occurred. In 1987, Wexler announced that the popular me-
dia had begun to surpass schools as the "key educative rela-
tion" in society. Similarly, scholars interested in critical peda-
gogy have turned their attention increasingly toward the

popular media as a "site" for learning and identity formation
(Giroux and McLaren 1994; Giroux, Simon et al. 1989). Tell-
ingly, though, Wexler (1992) went on to write an astute school
ethnography, in which he argued for the continuing impor-
tance of school-based social relations (albeit with the media
providing crucial symbolic resources for the elaboration of
group and individual identities).

5. Sites alternative to the school might include the family,
church, guild, traditional age cohort, civic or youth club, gang,
online "community," or a variety of other organizational forms.

6. See Micaela di Leonardo's (1998) wide-ranging critique
of cultural anthropology, especially Margaret Mead and the
culture-and-personality tradition, for ignoring the role of po-
litical economy and power in structuring cultural lifeworlds.
The forthcoming volume by Blot, Niehaus, and Schmertzing
promises to fill in much of the detail on the development of
anthropological studies of education and schooling, and to
show that, in fact, the bases for a more critical educational an-
thropology have always been present. As the contributors to
their volume show, important precursors of critical work in
the field include Margaret Mead, Jules Henry, Dorothy Lee,
and Hortense Powdermaker. Yet I still argue, as do Blot, Nie-
haus, and Schmertzing, that contemporary educational anthro-
pology has often forgotten its more cantankerous ancestors.

7. See, for instance, Erickson (1987), Falgout and Levin
(1992), Fordham (1996), Gibson and Ogbu (1991), Luykx
(1999), and Watson-Gegeo and Welchman Gegeo (1992).

8. We cannot discount the possibility that the feminization
of the subfield has also contributed to an unfortunate devalu-
ation of what is seen as "atheoretical" educational research (cf.
Lutz 1995). Moreover, there exists a curious disjuncture be-
tween anthropology of education and development anthropol-
ogy. Though both fields have developed strong applied tradi-
tions, there has been precious little dialogue between them.
Margaret Sutton (personal communication) notes that most
anthropological studies of education have turned toward the
question of U.S. minority education or, to a lesser extent, the
dynamics of formal schooling in areas of strong U.S. imperial
presence, such as the South Pacific, whereas development an-
thropology continues to work a broader area of inquiry.

9. Charles Keyes (199la: 12), writing about the "world of
the state proposed" by Asian public schools, would enter an
important caveat: students still learn a considerable amount of
"culture" through traditional religious schools, or through the
traditional narrative forms of folk culture.

10. Helpful as they are for conceptualizing the macro-
structural dimension of schooling and educational change,
none of these broad-scale educational theories really tells us
what happens to students confronting these changes. There is
already a rich anthropological literature on the introduction
and effects of schooling in the postcolonial world. Levine and
White (1986) admirably set out many of the issues anthropolo-
gists have addressed. Working within a Durkheimian frame-
work, Levine and White pay special attention to the transition
many Third World peoples must make from an agrarian way
of life, with its emphasis on "social ligatures" in community,
to a more urban-focused, formalized model of education, with
its emphasis on individual "options." While Levine and White
discuss how such educational changes tend to favor individual
ambition at the expense of social responsibility, they scarcely
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explore the conflicts engendered by such a process (Serpell
1993). Earlier anthropological studies, such as those of Modi-
ano (1970), Moore (1973), and Grindal (1972), examined these
educational dynamics ethnographically but paid insufficient
attention to the question of power in the relation between state
education and agrarian communities. More recently, the es-
says collected in a special issue of Anthropology and Educa-
tion Quarterly (Falgout and Levin 1992), devoted to "Western
schooling in the Pacific," have raised the question of power
more centrally. So too have the essays contained in our own
recent book (Levinson et al. 1996), the work collected by
Keyes on how state schools "reshape local worlds" in south-
east Asia (Keyes 1991b; see especially Keyes 1991a and
Vaddhanaphuti 1991), Reed-Danahay's (1996) trenchant eth-
nography of a rural French school, Stambach's (1996) work
on the slopes of Mt. Kilimanjaro, and Luykx's (1999) study of
Bolivian teacher education. The recent issue of Comparative
Education Review, dedicated to examining "Schooling and
Learning in Children's Lives" (Modell 1994), moves in this
direction as well, though Modell's introductory essay tends to
identify children with their "national culture" in a way that
collapses ethnic and class differences.

11. Of course, Western schooling was introduced much
earlier, upon conquest and colonization, to the children of lo-
cal elites. Still, in most cases, mass schooling was not devel-
oped until after independence.

12. Ulf Hannerz's (1996:69-72) recent reflection on the
power of education as a State-based "organizational frame"
for the "production and circulation of culture" provides one
useful framework for arriving at a more balanced and inte-
grated account.

13. No doubt some would argue with this provisional list of
explanations for the relative neglect of schools in the ethno-
graphic record. No doubt other explanations, based on differ-
ent historical and conceptual angles, could be advanced. I do
not offer these explanations definitively, but to invite further
reflection and discussion.

14. See Hall et al. (1978); Lave et al. (1992); Willis (1981).
15. There are too few examples of the kind of work I'm ad-

vocating. Scholars like Gutmann (1996:114, 155), studying a
working-class neighborhood in Mexico City, have incorpo-
rated numerous insights about the effects of schooling, even
venturing into the schools themselves. My own work (Levin-
son n.d.) in Mexico starts from a secondary school and moves
outward spatially and temporally, investigating the power of
student culture in relation to political economic shifts, the na-
tion-state, and popular culture. Perhaps the most promising
work comes from new initiatives in the United States. Ethno-
graphic study of changing ethnic relations in Philadelphia
(Goode et al. 1992), part of a larger project on "structuring di-
versity" (Lamphere 1992), embeds a study of school processes
in the larger purview of political economy and discourse (cf.
Erickson and Stull 1998; Grey 1990). More recently still, the
North Carolina Public Sphere Project, an NSF-funded anthro-
pological study directed by Dorothy Holland, Catherine Lutz,
and Donald Nonini, has embarked on an ambitious program to
document the tropes and spaces of political participation in en-
vironmental and educational policy debates within several re-
gions. Early work (Bartlett et al. n.d.) concentrates on the

place of schools in regional struggles to define civic member-
ship and assign public resources.
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