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Scientific research focusing on addiction, especially research on effective

interventions and treatments, is typically grounded in the disciplines of
psychology, psychiatry, and other behavioral sciences. An important but less
frequently used guide could be cultural anthropology, especially when
researchers explore cultures other than their own. This issue of Addictions and
the Humanities will explore how cultural anthropology raises psychological
scientists’ awareness about cultural context, and how this awareness is essential
to advance meaningful research.

Beatrice Medicine, a member of the Lakota Indian tribe, was a cultural
anthropologist who spent her life writing and studying Native Americans,
particularly those living on her reservation in North and South Dakota.

Medicine’s posthumously published Drinking and Sobriety among the Lakota
Sioux shows differences between Native and Euro-American perspectives about
drinking and problem drinking. She maintained that research and interventions
conducted by those unfamiliar with the Sioux were not sufficiently culturally
specific to be socially relevant or effective enough to make a meaningful impact.

Table 1 summarizes examples of three miscommunications that have occurred
between cultures during the past sixty years.

Table 1. Cultural context clashes with Euro-American centered
approaches to studying Native American drinking patterns.
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Example 1. Comparisens between Native Americans ta Eure- Americans

Medicine roviews a shudy conducted bar a white man | The Indian popralation undss stwdy was Stending Hock in the
iry the late 19508 “spprodemately TO% of the Indian | Dakotag; the whdte comparison group was in lows The
population reported thet they consume aleoholic groups were not mabched in terms of geogrephy or
beverages, compared to roughly 5% of the whate socoeconame status (e dicne, 2007, p 54,

cempanson populstion” (Medicine, 2007, p.54,
citing J.O. Whittakes, 1961).

Example 2. Language and cognitive understanding of aleahol problems

Bura. American ia.b!aﬂmgmgthurm'anbn When the data were collected m the 192603,
ferminology Lakota Indians had Ettle inowiedge of
Angyone who dnks | Alcohobe alcohol and the effects of misuse. Their
Occasional dnnker | He or she donks mtegprotation of Evro-American words
Frequent dunker Thit peeson gels dnmk reflects their eognitive undesstanding of
Alcoholic Anyone who puechases alochol when aleohol nterventions that accoumt for thas

money is available snd then becomes drusk | cogmative structure could be more effective
Cirhosis Bad liver (Medicine, 2007, p.61)

Al from (Biediems, 2007, p. 61)

Example 3. Native American views on alcohol versus Eure American views on alcohol

Dirinlang 15 acceptable m some mabive culiures because it relates to; The “excessive donleng mwhich
Being a man- “The native mismogation .. *are you o male™ (Medicine, 2007, | Canadian Cree indulge does not
p. 67 encousages men 1o dank Lo prove tha they are, especially young boys produce o geree of guilt ora
withowt fathers. violation of selfimage. .. Whites,
Identity; Drinkmg occurs s “patem thal suggests a centan group sobdanty, | howewver, often feel pully on

and, thershy, ethruc identiy” (Medicine, 2007, p. 54 sccoed of acks of .. drunkenness
Generogity: Aloohol was given ™"to sny and all, of sither sex or any age... To | and s impute this feeling to
refsge a drink ig tantamownt to a elap in the face,” becmase it deprived the bost | [ndian deindaing™ (Medicine,

of bag or ber Fight 1o be generows” (Michsel Dome, 1920, p 20, ates the 2007, pp. T3.74, el the des
doctorsl dissertaion of Medicines, P 103 of H.W. Braroe, 1 S‘Tﬂ
Resistance: “Alcohol consumplion, it was clear, was more than a neuiral
arifuct, & thumbed nose st oppreasisre alture’ (Dioaris, p. 897

(Click image to enlarge.)

Medicine suggests that comparing Native American drinking to Euro-American
drinking is unfair because drinking fits into each culture differently. The effect,
then, is that Euro-Americans view drinking as a problem to eliminate. Among
some Indian groups, however, it is an entity too entrenched to blindly dismantle.
This “‘problem’ approach [that] has superseded most other approaches”
(Medicine, 2007, p. 15) not only supersedes, but excludes them. Limited
knowledge of Native American culture limits the effectiveness of interventions.

Medicine wrote her book decades ago; it was published posthumously, therefore,
the bulk of the evidence that supports her arguments dates from the
1960s-1980s. The impact of Medicine’s research over the decades is difficult to
measure. However, there is evidence that some modern researchers have become
more culturally sensitive with time (e.g., Marlatt et al., 2003). By being watchful,
researchers have limited the problem. Medicine’s work focuses on alcohol’s
cultural context, but we must keep in mind that culture is dynamic. Therefore,
the strength of this book lies not in its specific culture-related information, but
rather in the awareness it promotes regarding the importance of cultural context
for psychological research.
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Medicine’s cultural anthropologic approach places drinking problems among the
Lakota Indians into context. Her exploration of alcohol in Native American
history detangles the substance’s foundation within the culture. A cultural
anthropological approach, therefore, can help psychological researchers ask
relevant questions and design sensitive studies that will effectively and accurately
reflect the population under study. It also can encourage cooperative
partnerships between cultures to address alcohol problems within Native
American communities.

What do you think? Comments can be addressed to Leslie Bosworth.
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