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DESCRIPTION 

 

Course title Field (branch) of 

science, code 

Institution Department 

SOCIOCULTURAL 

ANTHROPOLOGY 

THEORIES 

Ethnology, 07H  VU ATSI 

Mode of study Number of hours Mode of study Number of hours 

lectures: 10 consultations:  10 

independent study: 170 seminars: 10 

Number of credits: 8 ECTS 

   Course description 

Course aim 

The aim of this course is to systematically introduce doctoral students to contemporary 

theoretical paradigms in sociocultural anthropology and ethnology and to the major 

academic debates shaping the discipline’s intellectual agenda in the twenty-first 

century. The course is based on the premise that anthropological theory is not an 

abstraction separate from empirical research: it is integral to research practice, 

informing the formulation of research questions, fieldwork methodology, and the 

interpretation of ethnographic data. 

The course focuses particularly on the theoretical foundations of doctoral dissertation 

projects. Consultations are tailored to each student’s research needs, integrating broad 

theoretical frameworks with ethnographic and theoretical scholarship relevant to a 

particular region. Students are encouraged to assess theoretical models critically, not 

only as explanatory tools but also as epistemological positions with methodological 

and ethical implications. 

Learning outcomes and competencies developed 

Upon successful completion of this course, doctoral students will: 

Demonstrate a comprehensive understanding of the main contemporary theoretical 

approaches in anthropology, their origins, and their interconnections. 

Critically analyze epistemological, ontological, and methodological questions raised in 

theoretical debates. 

Identify connections between theoretical perspectives and specific traditions of 

ethnographic research. 

Integrate regional ethnographic studies with broader theoretical perspectives and 

justify this integration in their dissertations. 

Independently apply theoretical interpretive strategies to fieldwork materials or 

ethnographic texts. 

Critically evaluate the application of theoretical concepts in different cultural and 

regional contexts, recognizing risks of transcription and universalization. 

Participate constructively in academic discourse, defending theoretical positions with 



reasoned arguments and evaluating alternative perspectives. 

Develop competencies in designing and conducting cross-cultural research grounded in 

theoretical reflection and ethical responsibility toward research participants. 

Be prepared to conceptualize and write theoretical dissertation chapters demonstrating 

a deep understanding of contemporary anthropological thought. 

Course content: 

The course covers the following topics, with brief explanations: 

 

1. Overview of contemporary anthropological approaches and methodologies – An 

introduction to major theoretical transformations in twentieth- and twenty-first-century 

anthropology, from structuralism to the ontological and posthumanist turns. 

 

2. Concepts of personhood: sociality beyond humanity – How anthropologists 

conceptualize personhood and sociality by including nonhuman beings, animals, and 

objects. 

 

3. The body and embodiment – Phenomenological theories of the body, considering it 

both as an expression of social order and as an agentive creator of the experienced 

world. 

 

4. Kinship theories – The development of kinship studies from structuralist models to 

contemporary perspectives informed by reproductive technologies and gender studies. 

 

5. Place, space, landscape, and narrative – How place and space are constituted 

through practices, memory, and narrative, and how they relate to migration and 

transnationalism. 

 

6. Economic anthropology: exchange, gifts, and value – Major paradigms in economic 

anthropology, from Mauss’s theory of the gift to ethnographies of late capitalism and 

global commodity chains. 

 

7. Symbolic anthropology: symbols, ritual, and transformation – Traditions of 

interpretive anthropology (Geertz, Turner, Douglas) and theories of symbolic systems 

and ritual processes. 

 

8. The ontological turn in anthropology – Key concepts of the ontological turn 

(Viveiros de Castro, Descola, Latour) and its critical relationship to the tradition of 

cultural relativism. 

 

9. Local knowledge, authenticity, and heritage politics – Discourses of authenticity, the 

ethics of protecting Indigenous knowledge, and the anthropologist’s role in cultural 

heritage policy. 

 

10. Power, politics, and statehood – Theories of power and domination (Foucault, 

postcolonialism) and their application in ethnographies of state institutions, violence, 

and citizenship. 
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