Homework 2: Part One – Observation/Interpretation & Cultural Report
1. 

Person One: Observed at the ‘Riverpark’ near Skinner Butte

Description: A very thin, early 20’s male wearing all black clothes. He was wearing a black t-shirt and had a black leather-like vest as well.  Hair was cut very short with a bit of a ‘buzz’ or shaved effect on the sides. His pants are almost Capri-like, as they only went down to his calf, exposing his skin which was adorned with swirling, triangular shaped tattoos that encircled his calves. His neck and arms too, were tattooed heavily with symmetric geometric-like shapes. There are no discernable objects, pictures or words visible in his tattoos. He also had those very big inserts placed within pierces made into his ears, like little stubby logs that made his ears appear bigger, or a bit droopier. I don’t know what they are called.

Interpretation: He appeared to be one who is into what he perceives as a rebellious-minded youth culture. Perhaps a musician, with ties to metal music or punk, he did exude a persona that most people, in my opinion, would find a bit intimidating, if not scary. I would lay my money on the suspicion that he has either been to jail a few times and/or has or is a drug-user. No way to know for sure, but my mind tells me this. I thought of how I might begin to know this person, and because I think being fair and open to all peoples is extremely important, I would handle quite the same as I do when meeting anyone and not make up mind or allow my thoughts to cement any impressions until I got to know the person much better.
Person Two: Observed at Capella Market on East Willamette

Description: Attractive young 20’s woman wearing a faded blue, flower-patterned airy peasant dress with scruffy looking lace, with a small section torn away, running around the bottom perimeter. Her hair was sandy-colored and long, without any pins, ties, or features other than the hair itself appearing very free, wind-blown and un-styled. She wore calf-high boots that were beige in color and had fluffy fur tops that fitted tight against here bare skin. She wore no jewelry of any kind, except that she wore one of those hand knitted, tight-weaved, multi-colored bracelets on her right forearm, the loose strings from the ties hanging off in strands.
Interpretation: A girl of modest means, and a spirit that tries to live free and loose, and rejects the fashion trends, primping, and make-up that are featured in so many magazines and television programs, etc…, geared at young women. She seemed to be a hippie wannabe, in my estimation, and could easily be comfortable or may prefer to be almost nomadic and simple in her life, unworried about material things or status. She may be a vegan, or someone with no fixed address, choosing to travel and visit and go from place to place with no clear intention of what she wants for her future. She was definitely attractive, sexy, and alluring in her way, and I know that I’m not the only one who felt this way about her. That observation would be require a lengthy paper on its own.
Person Three: Observed at a self-serve car wash

Description: This was a young, Asian male of about 25 I’d say. He was dressed in very business-like and conservative style. Short black hair and freshly shaven, he was of average height and weight. His fairly pricey looking black suit looked factory fresh, and his golden cufflinks reflected the sun against the wall of the car wash cubicle. He wore the classic light blue button-down shirt adorned with a plain, solid-color tie, which had a fancy, golden colored metal stick pin attached just below the middle. He was spraying down his older modeled, typical sedan-like car very carefully, and staring at his high-gloss black shoes whenever he could to make sure he wasn’t getting them wet or stained. As he did this, he also took out his expensive looking cell phone several times, checked something, made a call once, and also received a call during his hose down.
Interpretation:  Everything about this guy spelled success and material things, or the desire to obtain them. He may have been a job-seeker, concerned about his appearance to the nth degree, as it were. His car implied to me that his dress and personal accessories might be the only connection to the lifestyle of the high-paying executive businessman that he hopes to achieve. He seemed a bit flashy, and would stand out in most circles, even in the highest centers of business life and culture in a town like Eugene (in my opinion). He was possibly even a bit overdone in his style, playing it a bit too obvious that he feels the need to be outfitted so ultra-professionally, or that his dress alone would get him what he desires. He might be right, but he seemed too stuffy, and too self-concerned, that I’m not sure he would be a good friend to have or to rely on.
Person Four: Observed across the street from my house

Description: Scruffy. This man would appear to be a transient, or a ‘bum’, or homeless upon observation. He wore some kind of natural fiber pants that looked almost like burlap. He had a Jethro-like white rope around his waist as a belt, and a stained and oversized, but comfortable-looking t-shirt. His hair was wild and stuck out all over, as did his long and unkempt beard. His skin was not ravaged or weather-beaten, and he appeared to be in his late forties or so. He wore no shoes, and traveled about in a strange bike and wagon like-device which looked self-customized, as it had makeshift attachments and poles jutting outward from the top. The bike was so old and dirty, and I couldn’t recognize its style or brand from any close look. It looked almost self-created from differing model parts and accessories. 

Interpretation: This is a person who seems to reject modern culture and norms that seen by most of society as, well, normal. He looks concerned with society’s problems and appears unhappy with technology and modern convenience, preferring to live a ‘natural lifestyle’ without the trappings of what most people find necessary in their lives. I do know that his fellow has a home, though I’ve never seen it, and I do know that he is pretty pleasant, smart, and polite. He doesn’t seem to want to speak up or protest the things that he thinks are wrong with the world, but he certainly seems to want to live apart from our modern culture of work, earnings, possession, and conveniences. He lives as green as he can, from what I understand, and prefers to be simple in his wants, needs, and desires. He wants to be free, make his own choices, and not to be forced to get set into a lifestyle that would require him to conform or succeed in ways that others in society think are commonplace and necessary.
Person Five: Observed at the Employment Office, Coburg Road

Description: This person is a very big-bellied, middle-aged balding man with short cut gray hair on the sides. His face is round and his chins hang down. Not the most attractive person, as his plain, brown-colored, pocket-type t-shirt engulfed over his large belly and hung down un-tucked and loosely under his waistline. He wore beige shorts with pockets, and was adorned with only a wedding band on his left hand. No other markings or jewelry or timepieces are shown, and he carried no papers or satchels as well. He appears a bit gruff, or not so happy with where his life has taken him on the whole, and he only spat out complaints about the employment office and their operations as he waited in line for some sort of assistance. 
Interpretation: Perhaps he is someone who has been through some tough times, had some hard knocks in life, and feels put-upon by the system or by government in general. That was his air, his demeanor and just the sense that exuded from him. He appeared to be in a rut, it seemed, not sure of what to do next, or how to get back to the status of what he once had. He was out of work, but easily could have been an ex-military person, or a long-haul truck driver or from some other hard-working blue collar profession. Thus, he may feel he is owed better treatment or some recognition, and that he should not have the current difficulties in life and personal economics that he appears to have to be dealing with. He also seems like a beer drinking, Cheeto inhaling, football watching, couch potato type, that is good with tools and machines, and has experience in some workman’s trade, but it also seems to me that he may not have a very interesting social life, good friends, or a caring support system.
Person Six: Albertsons parking lot / 18th Street

Description:  This person is a young man, a teenager I’m sure. He is wearing a black t-shirt with a popular metal music band’s logo. Over this, he’s wearing a black cotton hooded sweatshirt/jacket, covered in little skull figures as part of its design. His pants are blue jeans, torn and cut in places, and very tattered at the bottoms. His wide belt has a metal skull, and is very new looking and shiny. His hair is near black and tussled, long and unkempt, it hangs down over his eyes and is also mostly covering his face from all directions. He has a long, beat-up looking skateboard with part of the front portion chipped off or missing. He is with two other males that are dressed fairly similarly.
Interpretation: He seems to be kind of sullen and dark, though this may just be an image he has adopted from his current clique or crowd. He may have troubles at home, or may feel unwanted to an extent, so he gives off an impression that he doesn’t always meet with approval, perhaps both at home and at school. Is he direction-less? I don’t know, but my first impressions are that he is caught up in his own youth/kid culture, and hasn’t yet thought ahead about what he might like to do in life. He probably isn’t well-mannered, and is self-centered, perhaps selfish, and therefore, may not treat his siblings or others in his family with the warmest regard or with much politeness and caring in his manner and intentions. Like most kids, he has every chance of outgrowing these traits that I giving interpretation on, and he will likely find a way to grow up and have a decent life.
Homework 2: Part Two – Personal Ethnography

1.

   My family’s core beliefs are rooted in education, support, and liberalism, more than anything. Both of my parents are college professors of English, and have had long exposures too teaching and learning. They are very supportive of their children, and of others, and allow people to choose their own paths and desires. 
   Their dress is always neat and tidy, with attention paid to dressing appropriately if going out versus staying at home. My father mostly wears a sport coat, nice button down shirts and leather shoes. My mother is also very neat and concerned with her appearance, and generally dresses in solid color slacks and conservative blouses. Neither dresses to impress, as they are both buy “off the rack” mostly, and allow some room for comfort and function in their styles. Fairly simple, they are dressed neat and orderly, and suitable for most occasions. 
   They don’t really have any ‘body customizations’ to speak of, and simply wear wedding bands, watches and a few well-chosen and classically styled earrings for my mom. My folks believe in politeness, manners, and communication, and have tried their level best to pass these qualities on to their offspring. Whether we fully understand the implications of their dress and style on us or not, they have been able to communicate their beliefs and expectations of how they would like people to act within our family and within our culture in general. Their clothing, appearance, and manner all seem to portray them as one might think: they are nice, educated and concerned with how people act in life, and in how they treat other people.
2.

   My immediate community seems to be a grab bag of styles and values. I have dress down, rock and roll style friends, and a few business minded friends that are more in tune with the white collar world. I get along with both, though my friends may not always warm up to each other so well. However, in my community, or my immediate culture, my friends are all liberal-minded people that would like to see every one get a fair shake and to be treated as an individual as respectfully and politely as they treat others. They also have core beliefs rooted in family, mutual respect, and education, and like me, are always striving to set the right examples for their children, family members, and friends. I tend to have people in my life from both the white and blue collar environments, and I gravitate towards people who feel, like I do, that having a well-rounded social life, and a life that is centered and as stress free as possible, is of great meaning and value.
3.

   As far as my own dress goes, I feel that most of my dress does reflect to some degree what I value or believe to be important in life. I too, dress fairly conservatively, in that I am not into flashy colors, designs, or outfits that are uncommon. I am neat, clean, and tidy, and prefer to be seen as that by others, especially since I am somewhat past the youth phase of my life. I don’t like suits and ties, and avoid them the best I can, but I do try to wear collared shirts, unwrinkled and clean pants, and decent looking footwear. I keep my hair short mostly, and I have no body customizations to speak of, save for a small tattoo on the inner-side of one of my fingers. I dress to be comfortable, yet to feel adaptable to most any situation, from a rock show, a peace rally, or the food stamp office, to a fine dining atmosphere, courtroom, or job interview situation. I feel that my dress offers some comfort to people seeing me that I am approachable, mannered, liberal, and of clean mind, so to speak.
4.

   All of the readings thus far have provided me with fairly valuable insights as to how I see images and iconic images. They have helped me to understand better how society views and get impressions from images, in different, ways, and that some images can become icons that provide messages or meaning that are commonly accepted and believed by the masses.

   As Susan Sontag’s comment, “we remember through images, but we understand through words”, in the article “Familiar Images Make False Impressions”, makes clear, we can see images of cave men, what atoms are supposed to look like, or the “full face” portrait of the Earth from space, that give most everyone the same distinct initial impressions but are not always accurate as a full definition of what is seen. Images that are widely “copied and embellished” can “shape impressions that become nearly universal” and “enhance human understanding” (“Familiar Impressions…”).
   So to, has the women’s movement, and Feminism, seen the importance of how images affect their judgments, values and core beliefs. But this, as the article “Fresh Lipstick: Redressing Fashion and Feminism” points out, causes an effect that has “divided women much more that it has aided their cause.” To some feminists, dress and appearance need to be kept “plain and prim”, and that any “attempt to cultivate her appearance makes her a dupe of fashion” and “the plaything of men”, and “thus a collaborator in her own oppression.”
    There has been a thought that it was men who controlled the fashion and cosmetic industry over time, and that they were somehow fairly responsible for stipulating or guiding on how a woman should dress, look, present, and to see themselves, for the benefit of men. This has been shown to not be the case at all, in fact, over a period of 150 years, it was shown that men have had “little or nothing to say about it” and that it has always been “clearly a woman’s game.” Even the women’s ads for beauty were written mostly by women (“Fresh Lipstick…”).  Hopefully, the idea that a “Third Wave” of Feminism has been developing, will allow women to develop their rights to independence, expression, and a forward thinking productive outcome, in ways that can be felt true by all of Feminism’s supporters collectively.
   War images and icons also influence many different people in many different ways. War is horrible, and ultimately a mostly unrewarding exercise in human behavior at its worst, and many artists have recognized, especially since the middle of the twentieth century, that it is really not worth portraying in their own art (“The Shame and The Glory”). They saw there art as being misunderstood in many cases. Some could easily recognize the abhorrence the artist feels about war and its effect on humankind, while others can’t seem to do anything but see this art as somehow glorifying and patriotic in nature. They feel that a duty exists, in men especially, to be ready to fight, destroy, conquer, and kill their fellow human beings for causes that may not deserve or require such a reaction. 
   I hope always that war is stopped, or never started, but maybe if we are fortunate, a ‘new wave’, like that of the Feminist “Third Wave”, might develop even further to broadcast new viewpoints and beliefs as to how war has proven to be a truly repulsive, violent, and repressive practice that accomplishes little in the long run. This is a goal that artists can help to achieve: changing the definition and perception about war really is. As stated in “The Shame and The Glory”, “that’s why we need art – not to add to the madness but to criticize and unravel it.”
   So, all in all, the readings we have undertaken have really made good points and keen observations into things that I had not fully explored in my own thoughts. It seems that so much of our world and our lives have things in common that we don’t always recognize, and that one of those things surely has to do with the effect that images in the press, media, commercials, and from the Art world, routinely provide us with concepts and ideas that can be both positive and helpful or negative and regretful. 

Homework – Cultural Report: Afghanistan

   Afghanistan is a country with many different values, cultures, languages, and beliefs. For the purposes of this short paper, I will focus on some of the rituals, dress, and greetings that exist among primarily the Afghans that live in the smaller villages and nomadic tribes. There are over 10,000 villages in Afghanistan that have only around 100 houses, and about 1000 villages that have upwards of 250 houses. The people live in an almost communal culture, helping each other to thrive and exist by whatever means necessary. However, the families are also extremely private by tradition, and they choose to keep most matters that concern them most within the family enclave (1).
   The elder male in each household is the decision maker, and he is extremely aware of his position and responsibility, and it is he who guides the family’s decisions, and it is he who will either gain honor or shame through his or his family’s actions. The “head male” of the family is responsible for protecting the honor of the family” and this responsibility “drives much of the behavior surrounding the protection of women” as well as the education, economic activity, dress, and social interactions of his family members. This is an accepted norm in the cultures of most Afghan villages, and is related to many of the customs and rituals that are observed (1, 2).

   The family is the single most important unit in the Afghan culture, and, as with much of the Muslim world, “the family is sacred and as such…highly protected (2).” One of the core values that Afghans adhere too stridently is their intense belief in their faith, which is predominately Islamic. The roles of both men and women follow closely the defined paths set out in the traditional teachings of Islam, which is “adhered to by 99 percent of Afghanistan’s population (3).”
   Men traditionally wear “long cotton skirts” over baggy pants that have wide sashes around their waists. Men also wear turbans which may “indicate tribal identity by the way they are tied.” Women are required to dress in long, usually colorful, dresses that allow no skin to show. Some, but not all, women wear the “burq’a”, also called a “chaderi”, which is a body veil that completely covers their body top to bottom, except for a small grated section at the eyes (4). Traditionally, men decide when the women can leave the house, and some women are in “purdah” (seclusion), seeing only the men in their family. “Free mixing between genders only takes place within families” in most Afghan tribal communities (4). Marriage also is only to be customarily applauded when it is within the same ancestral group, and most women tend to marry in their late teens (4, 5).
   The marriage of Afghans is also quite based on traditional rituals and beliefs, and the ceremony lasts for many hours. The marriage is “a public decision of two families” and the marriage ceremony is fairly elaborate. Women line up on one side and the men on another as they greet invitees, and the guests are escorted by the groom’s family to their tables. It is important to be dressed in “highly expensive clothes and jewelry” and to show their best appearance the wedding. Guests will gossip and talk of family life as the wedding continues (5).

   Musicians play throughout the ceremonial gathering, and the room is adorned with beautiful candles and flowers, while decorative chairs are set out for the bride and groom.

Wedding ceremonies generally start at six in the evening, with music and dancing lasting until eight or so, and around 9pm the musicians play a special song to commemorate the arrival of the bride and groom. The song is called ‘Ahesta bero, mah e man ahesta bero”, which means “slowly my light of night go slowly”, and has been sung for generations (5).
   The ceremony continues with the bride and groom taking their places with the book of The Holy Quran being held over their heads. The groom reads a prayer from the Quran and then lifts the veil of his soon to be wife, who more so in past traditional weddings had never been seen by him before. To finish, the bride groom apply Hena (Kheena), a red colored dye, to each other’s palms using “a special triangular cloth made of very fine and shiny fabric.” The end of the ceremony is marked by the mother of the bride placing Hena on the groom’s pinkie finger which is then likewise covered with a special fabric.

A huge feast and desert follow, and then hours of dancing that may last until dawn commence. After this dancing, a dance process called the “Attan” starts with performers and some guests forming a circle and then following each other in beat to the music as the circle goes around and around. After this, the bride and groom stand by the door to show respect for their guests and to thank them for attending (5).
   This is all very symbolic, traditional, and important to the Afghan villagers, and they are deeply committed to showing respect to everyone they encounter. They require themselves to give the “very best that they have” to anyone who visits their home, and they have a keen sense of providing hospitality on all occasions, especially when dealing with those outside the family. This relates back to the “idea of gaining honor”, and they are also very aware of how to perform the simple task of greeting or saying hello to anyone they may meet (2).

   Unlike the United States, Afghans are not casual about greetings. Certain expectations and obligations of politeness and procedure are very important in their culture, and to detract from these traditions is a slight against the honor of both families. Like in the U.S., the handshake is the most common form of greeting (6). However, they tend not to shake the hand as much as they clasp it within both of their hands and “shelter it, (and) bury it close to them (7).” Next, Afghans place “their hands over their hearts and nod slightly” afterwards, and generally speak a greeting that translates to “May You Not Be Tired (6).” Children however, are expected to use the more casual phrase “salaam” (peace) when greeting young friends or their parents. It is, however, rude for children to use this phrase with strangers (8). Strangely, it is also a superstition that “if your foot touches or hits another person’s foot, you will get into a fight with that person, unless you shake hands right away (9).”
   Another no-no, among many in the Afghan village culture, is to use the “thumbs up” sign, as it is considered as an obscene gesture (10). In the U.S., this is considered a positive sign of things going well and of approval. Also, eye contact is avoided between men and women routinely, and even eye contact from men to men is “only acceptable as long as it is not prolonged (2).” 

   There is much to say about many of the other beliefs, customs, and ritual of the Afghan villagers, and this work would take a lengthy report to detail. Suffice it to say, that as mentioned previously, the family unit is the most important culture value in Afghan village society, followed very closely by their faith in Islam as their guiding force for the conduct of their lives. Traditions and rituals of all kinds are very important to their society, and most of them are related to the early teachings about Islam that have so permeated the way of life in the Afghan culture. Their society on the whole, the country at large, has a lot of diversity and has experienced changes affecting their traditional roles and values, and the general Afghani way of life is perhaps misunderstood by the casual observer, but most of the basic tenets remain as intensely integral parts of the Afghan village culture.
 (Note: this is a vast subject, as I discovered, and my readings and my notes provided much more material than was practical to include in this short paper.)
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