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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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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This  “‘problem’  approach  [that]  has  superseded  most  other  approaches”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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