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Anthropology 338 
Economic Anthropology 

 
Spring 2006          Professor: Sarah Lyon 
T/TH: 8:00-9:15        Tel: 257-5038 
Lafferty Hall 108       Sarah.lyon@uky.edu 
Office Hours:        Office: Lafferty 202 
Tuesdays 10:00-11:00     
Thursdays   1:00-2:00      
 

Syllabus 
Some have suggested that economics is the dominant cosmology of our contemporary, 
globalizing culture.  If this is so then what insights, countervailing perspectives and challenges 
can economic anthropology contribute?  How does economic anthropology inform our common 
understandings of human nature, rationality, morality, and culture? This semester we will 
explore diverse anthropological approaches to the study of the interrelationship between culture 
and economy.   We will examine the history of the sub-discipline and gain a deeper 
understanding of the theories and debates that have shaped this field of inquiry over time.  In the 
process, we will analyze concrete anthropological investigations into how people across the 
world make a living and how they make that living meaningful. We will approach our study 
through a comparative, cross-cultural lens to help us understand how economic processes result 
from human action instead of a closed, rational system acting upon individuals.  We will also 
explore how economic processes are shaped by and deeply affect differences in power. 
 
Course Goals: 
At the conclusion of this course, you should be able to … 

• Critically evaluate neo classical economic theory and anthropological critiques of it 
• Analyze contemporary economic challenges facing diverse societies  
• Articulate anthropological contributions to current global and local challenges and 

identify gaps in our collective knowledge 
• Think critically about the cultural implications of economic practices and policies 

 
Course Materials: 

 We will approach our study of economic anthropology through a mixture of books and scholarly 
articles.  These have been chosen to reflect some of the newest research in the field as well as a 
selection of classic, older works.  Articles will be posted on blackboard.  You can log in to 
blackboard at www.uky.edu/blackboard.  Please check to be sure your proper email address is 
entered into the system. 
 
We will be reading the following books this semester: 

• Bestor, Theodore C.  2004.  Tsukiji: The Fish Market at the Center of the World.   
• Blim, Michael.  2005.  Equality and Economy: The Global Challenge.   
• Bourgois, Philippe.  2002.  In Search of Respect: Selling Crack in El Barrio. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 
• Collins Jane L.  2003.  Threads: Gender, Labor and Power in the Global Apparel 

Industry.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press.   
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• Little, Walter E.  2004.  Mayas in the Marketplace: Tourism, Globalization and Cultural  

 Identity.  
 

Evaluation of Progress: 
Evaluation of course work will be based on oral and written demonstrations of understanding and 
creative, critical use of course material. 
 
Daily Quizzes & Class Participation    20% 

This is a discussion based seminar, therefore you must complete the assigned reading before class.  
We will begin some class periods with two to three question reading comprehension quizzes.  If you 
are absent for a documented illness or other acceptable emergency (e.g. death in the family, sport 
event etc.) you will be excused from that day’s quiz.  Good class participation involves sharing your 
responses and queries about the assignments based on careful reading by the day they are due, 
reflections about the interconnections among the readings, and engagement with the perspectives of 
other students through comments and questions. Regular class attendance is expected and strong class 
participation will potentially help offset poor quiz performance. 
 

One Short Paper       20% 
 Due in-class on 2/14. 
 This short (3-4 pages) writing assignment is designed to hone your critical thinking and writing 
 skills.  The paper is an opportunity for you to analytically discuss in writing a particular body of 
 class material.  Be sure to demonstrate that you have completed the readings and thoroughly 
 understand them by directly engaging the texts and employing them as a foundation for your 
 analysis.  The paper assignment will be handed out in class on 2/7 and will be due on 2/14. 
  
Two Exams       40% 
 Mid-term exam: February 28th 
 Final exam:  May 4th at 8:00 a.m. 
 The mid-term exam (25% each) will have in-class short-answer and essay components in addition 
 to a take-home essay component.  The final exam will have no take-home component.  All work 
 must be completed in order to pass the course. Late work under normal circumstances will be 
 penalized one letter grade for each day it is late. 
 
“The Shirt on Your Back” Paper     20% 
 Due April 27th in-class 
 This 6-7 page paper will provide you with an opportunity to critically reflect on our class work on 
 global commodity chains, production and your own consumption.  You will be expected to integrate 
 your personal reflections, your analysis of the empirical data gathered in class and the relevant 
 theoretical approaches. 

 
 Topics Readings & Assignments: 

 
1/12 Th Introduction to Course & Economic Anthropology 
  Economics: the current “sexy” science; self-interested, social and moral   
  perspectives on economic behavior 
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1/17 T Neo-Classical Economics 
  Self-interest & rationality 
  Reading: 
  Bigelow, Let There Be Markets (on blackboard) 
  Elster, Introduction to Rational Choice (on blackboard) 
 
1/19 Th “Pop” Economics, Critiques & Anthropology 
  Economic “best sellers”: strengths & weaknesses 
  Reading:  
  Blim, Equality & Economy (1-14) 
  Yates, Naming the System (on blackboard) 
  Levitt & Dubner, Freakonomics (on blackboard) 
  Sachs, The End of Poverty (on blackboard) 
 
1/24 T Anthropological Contrasts 
  Substantive approaches & the defining debate in economic anthropology 
  Reading: 
  Blim, Equality & Economy (17-70) 
 
 
1/26 Th Anthropological Contrasts Continued 
  Reading: 
  Blim, Equality & Economy (71-124) 
 
1/31 T Anthropological Approaches to Economic Decision Making 
  Formalist theory and approaches to decision-making 
  Reading: 
  Ortiz, What is Decision Analysis About? (on blackboard) 
  Heinrich, What is the Role of Culture in Bounded Rationality? (on blackboard) 
 
2/2 Th The World System, Marx & Anthropology 
  Reading: 
  Wallerstein, The Rise and Future Demise of the World Capitalist System (on  
   blackboard) 
  Marx, The Fetishism of the Commodity and Its Secret (on blackboard) 
  McLellan, Preface to Karl Marx (on blackboard) 
  McLellan, Economics (on blackboard) 
  Marx, Alienated Labor (on blackboard) 
   
2/7 T El Barrio & The World System 
  Reading:  
  Bourgois, In Search of Respect (1-48) 
  ***Short Paper Assignment Handed Out In Class*** 
 
2/9 Th Cultures of Poverty & Equality 
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  Structure vs. agency 
  Reading: 
  Bourgois, In Search of Respect (48-77) 
  Blim, Equality & Economy (165-179) 
 
2/14 T Work, Class & Identity 
  “learning to labor” 
  Reading: 
  Bourgois, In Search of Respect (77-136) 
  ***Short Paper Assignment Due In Class*** 
 
2/16 Th Work, Class & Identity Continued 
  Reading: 
  Bourgois, In Search of Respect (137-212) 
 
2/21 T Gender, Economics & Class 
  Reading: 
  Bourgois, In Search of Respect (213-258, 318-326) 
 
 
2/23 Th Cultural Identity & Economics 
  Film: The Highland Maya: A Case Study in Economic Anthropology 
  Reading: 
  Little, Mayas in the Marketplace (1-34) 
 
2/28 T MID-TERM EXAM!!! 
  The exam will cover course material through 2/21 
 
3/2 Th The Anthropology of Tourism 
  The economic and cultural impact of tourism 
  Film: Cashing in on Culture 
  Reading: 
  Little, Mayas in the Marketplace (35-63) 
 
3/7 T Markets & Marketplaces 
  What’s the difference?  
  Reading: 
  Little, Mayas in the Marketplace (89-143) 
 
3/9 Th Gender & The Household Economy 
  The household as a unit of analysis, economics & changing gender roles 
  Reading: 
  Little, Mayas in the Marketplace (143-202) 
 
3/14 T SPRING BREAK!!! 
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3/16 Th SPRING BREAK!!! 
 
3/21 T Japanese Contrasts 
  Economic practice in a different sort of market 
  Reading: 
  Bestor, Tsukiji (1-49) 
 
3/23 Th Market Organization & The Family Firm 
  Reading: 
  Bestor, Tsukiji (177-245) 
 
3/28 T An Introduction to Commodities 
  Reading: 
  Bestor, Tsukiji (126-176) 
 
3/30 Th Consumption 
  Consumerism as Ideology & Anthropological Perspectives 
  Film: No Logo: Brands, Globalization, Resistance 
  Reading: 
  Sklair, The Culture-Ideology of Consumerism (on blackboard) 
 
4/4 T The Global Clothing Industry 
  Reading: 
  Collins, Threads (1-61) 
 
4/6 Th Production and Change in the U.S. Economy 
  Film: Behind the Labels 
  Reading: 
  Collins, Threads (62-103) 
 
4/11 T Workers & Global Production Networks 
  “The Shirt on My Back” Project Planning 
  Reading: 
  Collins, Threads (104-125) 
 
4/13 Th Workers in the Global Labor Market 
  “The Shirt on My Back” Project Planning 
  Reading: 
  Collins, Threads (126-149) 
 
4/18 T No Class!!! 
  Conduct empirical research and surveys 
 
4/20 Th Production & Consumption 
  Compile research data and compare notes 
  Reading: 
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  Collins, Threads (149-190) 
 
4/25 T Consumption, Sustainability & Change 
  The politics of consumption, resistance, boycotts & buycotts 
  Reading: 
  Schor, Towards a New Politics of Consumption (on blackboard) 
 
4/27 Th The Future of Economic Anthropology 
  Reading: 
  Wilk, Complex Economic Beings (on blackboard) 
  *** “The Shirt on Your Back” Paper Due In-Class*** 
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