
SOA111 Spring 2011 
Ethnographic or Biocultural Essay 
 
Due Wednesday April 20th by 5pm to my office, 230 SAC 
 
For your final essay assignment, you will use some of the data we have collected to 
create an analytical essay that is 3-5 pages long, double spaced.  You have two 
different options for your essay: 
 

1) Cultural essay 
 

Using the data we collected from Tears of the Desert, select an aspect of culture 
that you would like to explore in the context of that book.  You will explain what 
the anthropological idea is, and then argue for the way that aspect of culture is 
displayed in the particular culture we have read about.  You will use the data 
collected by your classmates to support your argument. Note: the topics 
individuals had are NOT anthropological topics in and of themselves, they are data 
sets.  Your essay should use data from at least two topics that students collected 
data on.  For example, if you chose to study gender,  you could use the data on 
speech patterns, the work done by men and women, and rites of passage to show 
how gender works in this community. 

 
2) Biocultural essay 

 
Using the data we collected on Primate Fact Sheets, examine an aspect of our 
species that is unique (or fairly unique) to us.  This essay should try to explain 
how, when and why this trait developed in our species.  Your essay should include 
data on several other primate species, and the presence, absence, or variability of 
this trait within that species.  Some topics you might explore could include: 
infant’s dependence on parents for such a long time period, non-procreative sex, 
bipedalism, language use, etc… 

 
In addition to the data found on the blog you also need to use your textbook as a 
reference book for your essay.  In order to explain any of the above topics, like gender or 
language, you first need to define these terms anthropologically, and give your reader an 
idea of what you are talking about, and why it matters to anthropology.  Additionally, you 
will find that the information from your textbook may help you to frame your argument, 
by giving you general background information on your topic in a variety of cultures 
around the world.  In the case of the biocultural essay, your textbook will also give you 
important fossil and archaeological evidence which can supplement your argument.  You 
MUST be sure that a large portion of your evidence comes from the data you and your 
classmates have collected, however. 
 
 
Essay format – 3-5 typed pages, double spaced, 1” margins, Times New Roman 12 point 
font. 



 
Who is your audience? Your audience is other students – smart people who probably 
have not yet taken an anthropology course; this could be an essay I would have SOA 111 
students read during the first week of class.  
 
What are you trying to tell them? You want your audience to learn more about the 
anthropological topic you have selected for your project.  Why has our species developed 
this unique trait, or how does this aspect of culture play out in Darfur, and why might that 
be? Thus, this essay is both informative AND explanatory.  You will develop a thesis 
statement that clearly states your explanation for how and why your cultural trait exists as 
it does in Darfur, or how and why your human trait has developed.  
 
Example Theses:  
 

- Exclusive bipedalism is present in no primates other than humans, and I believe 
the evidence shows that we began walking on two feet because it was adaptive for 
carrying infants and food. 

- There are several different ways that societies can categorize themselves into 
social groups, including class, ethnicity and age groups.  In Darfur we see that 
elders, adults and children play very different but necessary roles in the 
community, which compliment each other. 

 
Outside Sources: 
 
You must use your textbook as an outside source to develop background information 
on the topic you choose (for example, if you decide to discuss religion, you should start 
off by discussing the function of religion in societies, before discussing the specifics of it 
in Darfur.  It might also be necessary to explain how religion is different from magic or 
healing). If you feel you need an additional outside source that is fine, but try to stay 
focused on using the data available from class. 
 
In-Text Citations: 
 
This paper will use in-text citations, MLA style.  This means that you should give a 
parenthetical citation at the end of a sentence, including the author’s name and page 
number (if applicable). 
 

• Primate Fact Sheet citations 
 Parenthetical citations for primate fact sheets should include the username of the 

person who posted the blog, along with the year. You should then list further 
detail of the blog post on your ‘References Cited’ page.  Example: 

 Japanese macaques can survive in both warm and cold climates (eemrefugee).  
 

• Bashir Data citations 
 Since we all used one book to collect the Bashir data, and we have page 
numbers for that data, we will cite the author, page number and year of the book, 



rather than the blog (think of the blog as our collective notebook). However, you 
should clearly explain this in your essay when you discuss your data.  Example of 
citation: 

 It turns out that the reason Halima’s grandmother allowed her parents to get 
married was because her father’s father had only gotten married to one woman, 
so her mother’s mother thought he would probably stay faithful to her (Bashir 
10). 

 
Remember, if you use a direct quote it MUST be in quotation marks.  Likewise, you 
should not use a direct quote of the notes your classmates posted; rephrase the 
information in your own words.  
 
References Cited Page: 
 
On a separate page, following the end of your essay, include a page listing all of your 
references.  This should be titled ‘References Cited’.  I prefer that you use MLA style, 
however if you use another standard citation format for your discipline, that is fine, so 
long as you are consistent.  Be sure to list every book you use, and in the case of the 
primate fact sheets, include the blog posts as well.   
 
Example of citing a blog post: 
 
eemrefugee, “Japanese Macaque.” Introduction to Anthropology. Wordpress. 2/5/2011. 
Web. 4/8/2011. http://soa111.wordpress.com/tag/japanese-macaque/ 
 



 
Organization: 
 
Your essay should have clear organization, I suggest you draft an outline before writing.  
Be sure to explain where you are getting your data from (remember, your audience is a 
student who is not in our class, not me) and explain why that data is useful and relevant 
to this research paper.  Here is a general example of an outline. You are welcome to use it 
or create your own organizational scheme: 
 
I Introduction 
 Research Topic 
 Thesis Statement 
 Overview of Paper Organization 
II Overview of specific research topic 
 Define your terms (e.g. gender roles, bipedalism) 
 Why are anthropologists interested in this topic? What does it tell us about our 
 species or about culture generally? 
III Background 
 Overview of comparative primate studies OR Overview of culture being studied 
  Why is this relevant to human evolution OR an understanding of a   
  particular aspect of culture? 
 Data Being Used 
  What type of data can help us answer our research questions? Why do we  
  use this type of data instead of other types? 
  Who collected the data 
  Pros and cons of this data 
IV Detailed information linking your data to your research topic (this is the bulk of your 
paper) 
 This part will be particularly dependent on your research topic and how you 
decide to frame your essay. You could go through one data set at a time, or you can do a 
more synthetic paper (e.g. first look at men using all data on men, then look at women 
using all data on women). 
V Synthesis  
 Show how all your data ties together to support your thesis statement 
VI Conclusion 
 Reinforce your thesis statement 
 Discuss weakness of research 
  Limited data 
  Information unavailable, further research necessary 
 Discuss how this paper helps us better understand humanity 
 
References cited (This is a page in addition to your 3-5 pages) 
  



  
Grading: 
 
In evaluating your writing I will be looking for the following: 
 
Proper spelling 
Proper grammar and punctuation 
Proper formatting, margins, font size 
You have an anthropological topic for your paper 
Anthropological terms are clearly defined 
Sources are correctly cited 
All references cited are correctly listed on your References Cited page 
Your paper has a clear thesis in the introductory paragraph (note: it is okay for a thesis to 
be more than one sentence long) 
You explain what data sources you are using and why they are appropriate for your essay 
topic 
Your paper has clear organization – I can follow your line of thought to the conclusion 
that you reach. 
You use the correct data to support your argument. You are not missing relevant data that 
was available to you. 
You clearly link your data to your thesis 
After sharing all of your data you synthesize the key points to clearly show how your data 
supports your thesis 
You explain how your research essay is relevant to anthropology as a field 
 
Overall your grade will be divided into 2 parts : 20% is grammar, spelling, formatting, 
citations and punctuation. The remaining 80% is based on the other topics listed above as 
a whole – does your paper clearly flow from start to finish, with the appropriate data 
supporting your anthropological thesis?  If your paper meets all of the evaluations listed 
above, it will be an A paper.  
   
Writing Center: 
 
The Alma College Writing Center is a great resource to get feedback on your paper.  You 
can set up an appointment at their website: http://acwritingcenter.wikispaces.com/sign-up 
 
You can also get electronic feedback within 48 hours if you submit your paper online: 
http://www.alma.edu/academics/writing_center 
 
The Writing Center does NOT have hours on the weekend or during exam week, so if 
you want to schedule an appointment during those times you need to e-mail 
minshall1aa@alma.edu directly.  


