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Adaptation, Meaning, System

Anthropologists today often explain a society’steté and its traits in three different
ways: In terms of adaptation, in terms of the nvegsthe specific culture places on things, and
in terms of the system in which they are a pardd@&ton 48-61). These three explanatory
models can be easily applied to any culture owcaltrait, such as the traits of Muslim culture
presented in Ansary¥/est of Kabul, East of New York.

One of the most distinguishing features of Mudtinmiture ishalal, the prohibition of
certain foods unless the animal has been “slaught@ccording to scriptural provisions,” which
we see when Ansary’s brother Riaz comes to viglitranst find an appropriate lamb (Ansary
119-121). Something like this, although an intégeat of Muslim religious belief, can also be
explained as an adaptation to the environment Isecauthe past food could easily be diseased,
full of parasites, or spoiled and therefore dangeto eat. By having it necessary for the animal
to be chosen and slaughtered personally, or biyjgaoes professional who would have expertise
in the area, the safety of the food would incrersenatically, providing an adaptive advantage
to those that followedalah.

One of the greatest conflicts that arises betviveslim culture and western culture is the
seclusion of women, which often takes the forriest of Kabul as someone complaining about
‘alcohol and short skirts’. This is an examplecolture in terms of meaning. Muslims are
offended and shocked by short skirts or alcohokaamption, because they have assigned
negative meanings to these, such as promiscuityraiegency, while western ideals only see a

short skirt as fashionable and alcohol consump@Ban enjoyable way to socialize.



Another feature of Muslim culture, at least astfagied in Ansary’s view of Afghanistan,
is the resurgence of Muslim conservatism. Thidatbe explained as a response to the many
difficulties and disappointments Afghanis have hdith foreign powers that riddle the text of
West of Kabul, such as the American’s Helmand Valley projeat, Russian invasion, and the
failure of communism. Afghanis now pulling backtbheir fundamental beliefs and culture and
rejecting foreign ways shows how culture can bdarpd as a system, where an act in one area
can have major effects in another, seemingly, atedlarea.

These three examples from Ansargesst of Kabul, East of New York show how three
separate cultural traits can be described as ddaptan terms of meaning, and in terms of a
system in which they are part, but one single traitld also be explained in each of the three
different ways, which demonstrates what a powexfu flexible tool looking at culture this way

can be for the anthropologist.



