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Troubling Civilizations of the Americas – Discussion Questions

Background: Cultural anthropologists have long debated whether, as a field that aspires to scientific objectivity, anthropology can legitimately make judgments about the societies it studies.  Part of the cultural worldview we are raised to includes deep understanding of the meaning and purpose of practices and ideas unique to our own culture.  Humans seem to have a natural tendency to judge all other cultures in comparison to our own, often unfavorably.  It may in fact be a human mental habit to compare the unknown to the known.  As scientists, however, it is unacceptable to claim that we are making scientific determinations about other cultures without bias.  Our own ethnocentrism must be counterbalanced by the notion that all values in are relative, a perspective called cultural relativism.  The problem with cultural relativism, however, is that it is divorced from what we consider to be universal ethical principles.  It is difficult to accept certain practices in spite of our attempt at cultural relativism.  Female circumcision, sacrifice of children, etc. seem to be universally wrong.  But can our own culture stand up to such scrutiny?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Discussion questions:

1.  What features of Amerindian civilizations could be considered objectionable by westerners?  What values that we hold do these features violate?

2.  Are the values that these features violate universal values that apply to all cultures?  Choose three values and consider whether they can truly be considered universal.  Why might a society justifiably reject these values?

3.  Critics of western culture note that we are guilty of most or all of the practices that we criticize other cultures for.  Find parallels between the objectionable practices of other cultures and things we practice.

4.  For the practices you have identified, what is different about the way we engage in them?  How would a defender of our culture explain them?

5.  The Inca provided goods and services to its populace that our nation does not (i.e. Incan Socialism).  How do we justify our lack of social support?  Are we justified?  What do we gain by not providing these services?
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The “Troubling” Civilizations of the Americas
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and nobility used the cult of war and large-scale human sacrifice
for political purposes, to terrorize their neighbors and subdue
the lower classes. Another possible explanation is demographic.
If central Mexico was as densely populated as we believe, then the
sacrifices may have been a kind of population control.

Other interpretations have been even more startling.
Anthropologist Marvin Harris has suggested that Aztec sacrifice,
accompanied by ritual cannibalism, was a response to a lack of
protein. He argued that in the Old World, human sacrifice was
replaced by animal sacrifice, but in Mesoamerica, which lacked
cattle and sheep, that transformation never took place. Harris
called the Aztec empire a“cannibal kingdom.” Other scholars have
strongly objected to Harris's interpretation of the evidence, which
gave little attention to the ritual aspects of these acts. Still, human
sacrifice shades all assessments of Aztec civilization.

These debates ultimately raise important questions aboyy,
the role of moral judgments in historical analysis and the
in which our vision of the past is influenced by our own poli;..
cal, moral, ethical, and social programs. We cannot and perhapg
should not abandon those programs, but we must always try to
understand other times and other peoples in their own terms,

QUESTIONS

w What special features of Aztec civilization must be explained?

w Are they really distinctive?

= What explanations are most persuaslve in terms of historical
sensitivity and contemporary standards?

= What features of 21st-century soclety are similar to those of Aztec
civilization and will later need to be explained?





