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undeRsTandInG daIly RealITy In clIffoRd 
GEErtz’s intErprEtivE AntHropoLoGy  1

How to understand daily reality? This question poses a problem and
a challenge for contemporary humanities and social sciences (sociology, 
pedagogy, anthropology, philosophy). It comprises two aspects: on the 
one hand, it concerns the method, access, treatment, observation, and 
research of daily reality; on the other hand, it refers to the issues that each 
individual entangled and involved in his or her own daily reality can raise: 
how to understand oneself in the context of one’s own daily reality? In 
this question, posed both from the methodological point of view and from 
the point of view of an individual involved in daily reality, the emphasis is 
placed on its understanding. The answer to the question of possible access 
to daily reality is based on the assumption that it requires understanding, 
which is a complex operation of the mind that the researcher performs 
and that each individual can perform. The understanding of everyday life 
willbepresentedfromtheperspectivetakenbyCliffordGeertz,acon
temporary representative of the anthropology of culture.

 1 Originallypublished:GrażynaLubowicka,“Rozumiećcodzienność–zpunktuwidze
niaantropologiiinterpretatywnejCliffordaGeertza”,[in:]Codzienność jako wyzwanie 
edukacyjne,Vol. 1, ed.M.Humeniuk, I.Paszenda, InstytutPedagogikiUniwersytetu
Wrocławskiego,Wrocław2017,p.30–43,https://www.repozytorium.uni.wroc.pl/pu
blication/84049 (available: 1.06.2020).

https://www.repozytorium.uni.wroc.pl/publication/84049
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The solutions proposed by him may serve as a methodological basis 
for understanding of the examined individuals or social groups, as well 
asforreflectionandself-considerationofaparticularperson.Thean
thropology of culture takes a very broad view on the meaning of the 
term culture,whichcanbedescribedasfollows:„cultureisontological
lydefineddirectlyinrelationtosystemsofmeaning,whichareencoded
in symbolic forms and tied together in what he famously called, after 
Weber, »webs of significance«”  2. Geertz’s anthropology approaches 
such a broadly understood culture through publicly articulated cultural 
symbols and at the same time through their manifestation in concrete 
behaviours, events, actions and statements of individuals, which brings 
the concept of culture closer to other concepts dominating in contem
porary thought concentrating on the social world expressed through 
systems of signs and meanings (or more broadly, also symbols and ima
ges). These contemporary orientations assume that social life or culture 
is expressed only through systems of meanings whose sources in the 
dependencies of violence, domination, power, and interests can only 
be presumed, as well as their functioning in the mental life of individu
als. Thus, daily reality itself is expressed exclusively through meanings 
that are common, cultural, and manifested in their use by particular 
individuals. Daily reality is directly experienced by each individual; it is 
determined by the course of human life, actions and matters in which 
the individual is involved, close surroundings, meetings, conversations, 
andlearning.However,dailyreality,thiscourseoftheindividual’slife,
issimultaneouslyrealizedwithinawidercontext–theculturethatde
terminesitandinfluencesit,affectingalsotheunderstandingofoneself
indirectexperience.Assumingtheoftextualisationofcultureorthe
social world, it must be accepted that everyday life can also be under
stood as a text. The individual understands himself or herself in the 
face of this text, but the text also permeates the meaning of the culture 
in which he or she is involved. To understand one’s own daily reality 
means to understand oneself in relation to the meanings of culture that 
defineit,todecipherthesemeanings,toembraceone’sownexperience
andtoreflectcriticallyononeself.

 2 M.M.Kraidy,P.D.Murphy,“ShiftingGeertz.TowardaTheoryofTranslocalisminGlo
balCommunicationStudies”,Communication Theory2008,No.18,p.335.

GrAżynA LubowiCkA 



123

Geertz’s approach, in which he emphasizes understanding as a way 
of accessing daily reality, is based on a hermeneutical or interpretive 
paradigm. Geertz himself calls it an interpretive anthropology or a se
mioticapproach toculture.ForGeertz,culture isadomainofme
aningsandsymbols.Allparticipantsofcultureanddailyreality,their
expressions, behaviours and actions are of such character if they are 
tobeunderstoodbyothers,iftheyaretobesignificantacts.Therefo
re, the problem of understanding as access to daily reality combines 
two approaches: semiotics and hermeneutics. Geertz, however, does 
not derive from any of these approaches; what connects him to se
miotics is the assumption of ambiguity of meanings (conventionality of 
signs)andthetrichotomictheoryofsign,thebasisofwhichhefinds
intheworksofpragmatistCharlesSandersPeirce,whoemphasizes
that the meaning of sign lies in its being interpreted and understood 
in its particular use. What connects him with hermeneutics is that the 
process of cognition is reduced to understanding, i.e. interpretation 
of signs,or–moreprecisely– interpretationofmeaningsof signs.
Contemporaryhermeneutics,towhichGeertzrefers,isthethought
ofHans-GeorgGadamerandPaulRicoeur,fromwhomtheauthorof
Local Knowledge takes over the model of the text as an intermediary 
of any interpretation, conceptualizing culture as a text. Geertz men
tions the genealogy of his interpretive anthropology in the interview 
from 2008:

Itstartswith[FriedrichErnstDaniel]Schleiermacherandsoon,andthen

itcontinuesonwith[Hans-Georg]Gadamerandpeopleofthissort,which

restsonbiblicalcriticismbutissecularized.AndI,atleast,havelearned

a great deal from that tradition, but it’s not mine. I mean I do not come out 

of that tradition. I mean I come out of a different kind of tradition that is 

Anglo,whichisthestudyofmeaningby[CharlesS.]Pierce[…]3.

Geertz’s interpretive anthropology was a kind of critical response to 
positivismandstructuralismintheethnographyofthe1960sand1970s,
butsinceitssolutionsoriginatedinthelate1960sand1970s,theyare

 3 N.Panourgiá,P.Kawouras,“InterviewwithCliffordGeertz”,[in:]Ethnographica Mora-
lia. Experiments in Interpretative Anthropology, ed. N. Panourgiá, G. Marcus, New York 
2008, p. 18.
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oneof the earliest concepts of semiotic and interpretive culture –
a concept parallel to the ideas introduced by Jacques Derrida, such as 
multiplicity of meaning, signifying, difference and textualization  4.

The aim of the text is to present daily reality as a manifestation of 
culture or a symbolic sphere and a method of access to daily reality 
by means of understanding and interpreting signs. The hermeneutical 
approach to understanding proposed by Geertz will be presented aga
inst the background of profound changes in the linguistics of the 20th 
centurymadebyseveralsuccessive“linguisticturns”,whichresulted
inaredefinitionoftheconceptsofsign and symbol.

lInGuIsTIc TuRns – ToWaRds THe mulTIPlIcITy of 
meanInGs

The term language turn or linguistic turn in the humanities and social 
scienceswascoinedbyRichardRorty,whoin1967atthe“Rhethoric
ofHumanSciences” symposiuminIowaCity,USA, stated that the lin
guistic and constructivist breakthrough since the 1960s puts language 
as a discourse and a sign and its meaning at the centre of cultural 
andsocial reflection.Thesign losesat thesametime theadequate
relationship between the self and its thought or image, and between 
the thing and its representation; the meaning becomes ambiguous 
and therefore, requires interpretation or becomes merely an inter
pretation. In this linguistic breakthrough, according to Rorty, there 
are three consecutive turns: linguistic, interpretive and rhetorical. 
Asaconsequenceoftheseturns,language/discourse,i.e.systemsof

 4 “AtChicago,whereIhadbythenbeguntoteachandagitate,amoregeneralmove
ment,stumblingandfarfromunified[...].Some,boththereandelsewhere,calledthis
development,atoncetheoreticalandmethodological,»symbolicanthropology«.But
I, regarding the whole thing as an essentially hermeneutic enterprise [...] In any case, 
»symbolic«or»interpretive«(someevenpreferred»semiotic«),abudgetofterms[...]
aroundwhicharevisedconceptionofwhatI,atleast,stillcalled»culture«couldbe
built:»thickdescriptio«,»model-of/model-for«,»signsystem«,»epistemé«,»ethos«,
»paradigm«, »criteria,” “horizon«, »frame«, »world«, »language games«, »interpre
tant«, »sinnzusamenhang«, »trope«, »sjuzet«, »experience-near«, »illocutionary«,
»discursiveformation«[...]”C.Geertz,“PassageandAccident.ALifeofLearning”,[in:]
C.Geertz,Available Light. Anthropological Reflections on Philosophical Topics, Prince
ton,NewJersey2000,p.17.
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signs, meanings and symbols, is accepted by humanities and social 
sciences as a fundamental way of understanding social and cultural 
reality. Therefore, daily reality, as a reality in which we are immersed, 
is a result of the use of language and a linguistic product which we 
ourselves use, copying, transforming, and exploiting it.

Linguisticturnmarksitsbeginningwiththebookpublishedin1967
and edited by Rorty The Linguistic Turn5. This turn emphasizes the 
fundamental role of language, discourse, text of communication (and 
their meanings) as an active factor of creation and understanding of 
reality, especially the social world. The second of the turns described 
by Rorty is an interpretive phrase which is realized mainly by contem
porary representatives of hermeneutics (the already mentioned Ga
damerandRicoeuraswellasStanleyFish,CharlesTaylorandGeertz
himself)  6. It introduces a central role of understanding as an interpre
tationmediatedbytext.Another linguisticturnhasbeendescribed
by Rorty as rhetorical (rhetorical constructivism). Its authors draw 
attention not only to the fact that all knowledge is a construct of lan
guage, because access to the world or our experience is possible only 
thanks to discursive forms of knowledge and representation, but also 
emphasize the functioning of rhetorical mechanisms in discourses, 
i.e.theroleoftropes,rhetoricalfiguresandargumentativetechniqu
es. This rhetorical turn is combined with the thought of Derrida, who 
in his work Margins of Philosophy introduces the problem of meta
phorical nature of philosophical concepts7.Acharacteristicfigureof
this turn is also Paul de Man  8, whereas on the historical ground it will 
beHaydenWhite  9andFrankAnkersmit,inanthropologythisturnis
identifiedwithaliteraryturn,whoseco-authorwas,nexttoGeertz,

 5 See The Linguisic Turn. Essay in Philosophical Method,ed.R.Rorty,UniversityofChi
cagoPress,Chicago1967.InthisbookRortypresentsthereflectionsofthefoundersof
languagephilosophy,mainlyfromthecircleofanalyticalphilosophy(RudolfCarnap),
butalso itscritics (WillardVanOrmanQuine) andphilosophersgoingbeyond this
analyticalparadigm(MaxBlack,JerroldKatz).

 6 This turn was also described by Paul Rabinow and William M. Sullivan in the book 
Interpretive Social Science. A Reader(ed.P.Rabinow,W.M.Sullivan,Berkeley1979).

 7 See J. Derrida, Margins of Philosophy,Chicago1982.
 8 See P. de Man, Aesthetic Ideology,ed.A.Warminski,Minneapolis1996.
 9 SeeH.White,Poetyka pisarstwa historycznego,ed.A.Domańska,M.Wilczyński,Kra

ków2000.
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JamesClifford  10. The rhetorical phrase is a development of a methodo
logical perspective oriented towards the interpretation of society and 
culture,inwhichmechanismsandtoolsofrhetoricplayasignificant
role. The process of understanding is therefore mainly of a tropolo
gical nature, and the interpretation captures and takes into account 
the conventions of rhetoric. The symbolic space itself is structured 
not only as a text or sign system, but also in a rhetorical way. Thus, 
discourses in the symbolic space contain rhetorical tricks, techniques 
ofargumentationandpersuasion,aswellasitsfigurativedimension,
it also emphasizes the importance of symbols, metaphors and other 
rhetorical tropes  11.

Amongthelinguisticturnsdeterminingthewayofthinkingofcon
temporary humanities and social sciences, attention will continue to 
be focused on the interpretive turn, in which the meaning of a sign 
depends on its interpretation, complementing each other in under
standing.Contemporaryhermeneuticsisconstitutedonthebasisof
thissolution,andGeertz’sthoughtdefiningitselfasinterpretivean
thropology is also based on it. It refers to the hermeneutical paradigm 
modifiedandadapted to themethodological assumptionsofcultu
ral anthropology. The meaning resulting from the interpretation and 
being completed in the understanding can be considered as the basis 
for understanding the daily reality.

fRom sIGn To undeRsTandInG

Asign,inthemostgeneralway,isavisiblerepresentation,arepresen
tation of an absent thing, i.e. a thought, an intention or a thing, replac
ing it. In its most visible dimension, a sign most often has a linguistic 
character, but in its contemporary approaches it can also include 

10 Rhetorical turn in anthropology and then in social sciences was presented in the book 
whoseco-editorwasJamesClifford (seeWriting Culture. The Poetics and Politics of 
Ethnography,ed.J.Clifford,G.E.Marcus,Berkeley,LosAngeles1986).Thisturnismore
broadlydescribedintheworkbyWojciechKruszelnickiZwrot refleksyjny w antropolo-
gii kulturowej(Wrocław2012).

11 Linguisticturnwhichoccurredduringthreeconsecutivelanguageturnswasdescri
bedbyMichałMokrzaninhiswork“CliffordGeertziretoryka”(in:Geertz. Dziedzictwo, 
interpretacje, dylematy,ed.A.A.Szafrański,Lublin2012,pp.101–119).
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asymbol,animage,anyfigurativeexpression,aswellasagesture,be
haviour, action (a verbal or visual sign and a gesture). In a narrower, lin
guistic sense, a sign takes the form of a concept. The relations between 
therepresentationandthethingrepresentedbythesignaredefined
differently depending on the type of semiology adopted. Most often it 
is the relation between the form and the meaning or between the signi
fyingandthesignified.

FerdinanddeSaussure’ssemiologyintroducesadichotomiccon
cept of a sign, the relation between the signifying (material image or 
materialsideofasign)andthesignified,whichisaconceptoridea
associated with a sign  12. In de Saussure’s approach, the relationship 
between the signifying and the signified is arbitrary; this thesis is
then used and developed by structuralism, poststructuralism, as well 
as Derrida’s philosophy and its followers. Peirce’s semiology, on the 
other hand, develops a trichotomic concept of sign, closer to the con
temporarytrendsofhermeneuticsandtoGeertzhimself.According
to Peirce’s pragmatic approach to the sign, interpretability, i.e. its in
terpretation,becomesaconditionofthesignality,i.e.thesignificance
ofthesign(thesignappliestoaspecificreferee).Peirce’ssemiotics
breaks down the sign into three elements: the representation (the sign 
appears in our perception), the interpretant and the object. In this 
terminology, a sign always refers to an object related to it. Peirce, ho
wever, insists on the interpretive mediation necessary to link the sign 
to the object to which it refers. In other words, the interpretability of 
a sign, its interpretation, its being interpreted, its being interpreted, is 
linkedtoaspecificuseofthesign13. The meaning of the sign is com
plementedbyaprocessofspecificinterpretation,whichrequiresthe
involvement of the subject and reference to the functioning symbolic 
space. This idea is taken up by Geertz, who argues that meaning is 
articulated by public, accessible cultural symbols and manifested in 
particularevents.Thisprocessofspecificandcontextualinterpreta
tion leads to understanding the meaning of a sign.

12 SeeF.deSaussure,Course in General Linguistics,ed.Ch.Bally,A.Sechehaye,A.Rie
dlinger,NewYork1959.

13 Peirce’sunderstandingofsignwasexplainedbyHannaBuczyńska-Garewicz inthe
work“PragmatyzmPeirce’a,Rorty’egoiPutnama”(in:Filozofia amerykańska dziś, ed. 
T.Komendziński,A.Szahaj,Toruń1999).
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Hermeneuticstakesthementaloperationofunderstandingthatre
sultsfrominterpretationasitsbasicmethod.Aftermanytransforma
tions of this broad discipline of knowledge, Wilhelm Dilthey emphasized 
understanding (Verstehen) as a cognitive method of the humanities and 
the process of assimilation of meaning proper for every human being. 
The hermeneutical paradigm emphasizes the active involvement in the 
interpretation of signs (for example, cultural signs) of a particular sub
ject with its presuppositions and its own cultural context. Understan
ding, therefore, is not entirely arbitrary on the part of the subject, since 
he understands himself and the meanings, already in the experience of 
what surpasses and embraces him and what remains opaque; the sub
ject experiences himself as already immersed in the social world of signs 
and culture, and therefore, his understanding is as much a perception 
ofmeaningasitsproduction.MartinHeideggerdescribedthisontolo
gicalsituationofasubjectimmersedinthe“world”asanexperience
of“being-in-the-world”  14.FromtheperspectiveofHeidegger’sherme
neutics, as well as that of Ricoeur or Gadamer, one must anticipate the 
semantic richness of meaning in the process of interpretation, i.e. one 
mustenterthe“hermeneuticalcircle”inwhichonemustalreadyknow
something about the soughtafter sense of a given representation (and 
about oneself) in order to be able to start discovering it. It is therefore 
necessary, in the understanding of the minimum of previous knowled
ge, to make preliminary assumptions, without which there would be no 
hidden sense for the subject, waiting for the interpretation in the sign.

FurtherattentionwillbepaidtoGeertz’sdevelopmentofthepa-
radigm of hermeneutical understanding (together with the trichoto
mic concept of Peirce’s sign) and its application in Geertz’s interpretive 
anthropology.

14 AccordingtoHeidegger:“Manisneverfirstandforemostmanonthehithersideof
the world, as a ‘subject’, whether this is taken as ‘I’ or ‘We’. Nor is he ever simply a mere 
subject which always simultaneously is related to objects, so that his essence lies in 
the subjectobject relation. Rather, before all this, man in his essence is eksistent into 
theopennessofBeing,intotheopenregionthatlightsthe»between«withinwhich
a‘relation’ofsubjecttoobjectcan‘be’”(M.Heidegger,“LetteronHumanism”,Global 
Religious Vision2000,Vol.1/I, p. 101).
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undErstAndinG in tHE pErspECtivE of GEErtz’ 
InTeRPReTIve anTHRoPoloGy

In Geertz’s approach, understanding and the process of interpretation 
is a mediation between the experience of individuals creating their own 
context of understanding and the meanings functioning in the culture 
to which they belong. The concept of culture has a broad meaning, so 
the cultural circles to which individuals may belong are very differ
ent and overlapping: from the social sphere to local communities, so
cial groups, professional groups, subcultures, places related to leisure 
time, entertainment, interests, family and the loved ones.

InGeertz’santhropology,cultureisperceivedasalanguage.Each
culture is a language with different meanings, i.e. a different integra
ted symbolic system or a signifying system. Cultureisdefineddirectly
in relation to systems of meanings that are encoded in symbolic forms 
andlinkedtogetherina“networkofmeanings”.Culturalmeaningsare
intersubjective and therefore social, public and hence shared, com
mon ways of thinking, feeling and understanding. In this sense, cul
ture and public meanings are a broad context of understanding for all 
participants.Cultureanditssystemsofsymbolsthusprovideame
aningfulframeworkforpeopletofindtheirwayaroundtheworld,to
understandotherpeopleandtounderstandthemselves.Allcultural
behavioursare“produced,perceived,andinterpreted”inrelationto
meaningful structures15. This fabric of meanings enables individuals 
to act, from articulation, gesture, to conversation and values, because 
they are shared by all. Meanings also become a component of social 
activitiesandpracticesandaredefinedbytheirrules.Socialbehaviour
is symbolic because the participants have to act in a way that is under
standable to others. Our way of thinking and ideals are also entangled 
inculture.AccordingtoGeertz’sfamousmetaphor,manisimmersed
in culture like a spider suspended in a net:

The concept of culture I espouse [...] is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, 

withMaxWeber,thatmanisananimalsuspendedinwebsofsignificance

15 C.Geertz,“ThickDescription.TowardanInterpretiveTheoryofCulture”,[in:]C.Geertz, 
The Interpretation of Cultures. Selected Essays,NewYork1973,p.7.
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he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to 

be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an interpre

tive one in search of meaning. It is explication I am after, construing social 

expressions [...]  16.

However,themereunderstandingandrealizationofthisnetwork
of meanings takes place only in individual contexts of consciousness. 
AccordingtoGeertz, themeaningofasign isarticulatedbypublicly
availableculturalsymbols,butmanifests itself inspecificevents,ac
tionsandstatements.Humanactivitiesandhumanunderstandingare
therefore negotiated between systems of symbols and individual life 
experiences.Ananthropologist,whosetaskistodescribeculture,cap
tures it on the basis of how people themselves understand meanings 
and comment on experience. Reaching cultural meanings starts with 
researching how individuals understand themselves (although this is 
done in the world of public interaction), how they interpret their lives, 
how they see and understand their world, how they navigate it. It is the 
comprehension of their understanding. The role of an anthropologist is 
to search in an individual understanding for units of general meaning 
constitutingaculturalsystem.However,inordertostudydailyreality,
it is necessary to focus attention on the understanding of individuals, 
but to take into account broader and different cultural contexts.

For Geertz, themethod of accessing culture by understanding
themselvestheindividualsparticipatinginit isa“thickdescription”
that is both an interpretation and a process of translation. Cultu
re,Geertzwrites,is:„interworkedsystemsofconstruablesigns[…],
culture is not a power, something to which social events, behaviors, 
institutions, or processes can be causally attributed; it is a con
text,somethingwithinwhichtheycanbeintelligibly–thatis,thic
kly–described”17. The transition to a dense description means for an 

16 Ibidem,p.5.Asimilardefinition isproposedbyPaulRabinow: “Anthropology isan
interpretive science. Its object of study, humanity encountered as Other, is on the 
same epistemological level as it is. Both the anthropologist and his informants live in 
aculturallymediatedworld,caughtupin»websofsignification«theythemselveshave
spun. This is the ground of anthropology; there is no privileged position, no absolute 
perspective […]” (P. Rabinow, Reflections on Fieldwork in Marocco,Berkeley,LosAnge
les,London1977,p.151).

17 C.Geertz,“ThickDescription.TowardanInterpretiveTheoryofCulture”,op.cit.,p.29.
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anthropologist belonging to a different culture by way of generaliza
tion and at the same time by way of translation and dialogue.

Arawdescription(“thindescription”)concernsthebehaviourand
statements of people; it is a record of their understanding, which they 
present themselves. The raw description, however, already conceals 
a description of how people understand each other in the context of 
culture (and what circles of culture), which then needs to be developed. 
Ananthropologistalsoneedsbasicinformationaboutculture(e.g.about
themeaningof ritual, exchange, values).Hecreatesadescriptionof
culture only on the basis of the constructions that the participants in 
culture (unconsciously) impose on what they experience, the formulas 
thattheyusetodefinewhathappenstothem.Thus,ananthropologist
describes the understanding of individuals, also in their everyday life, 
strivingtoextractculturalmeaningsfromthem.Histaskistodescribe
culture on the basis of its understanding by people, so his method is 
a thick description, a way of generalizing by linking their understan
dingwiththecontextofculture.Inthetext“»FromtheNative’spointof
View«.OnthenatureofAnthropologicalunderstanding”Geertzexpla
ins his approach to understanding the studied subjects, who are not 
comprehensible to us as strangers, in the following way:

where are we when we can no longer claim some unique form of psycholo

gicalcloseness,asortoftransculturalidentification,withoursubject?[...]

The trick is not to get yourself into some inner correspondence of spirit 

with your informants. Preferring, like rest of us, to call their souls their own, 

they are not going to be alltogether keen about such an effort anyhow. The 

trickistofigureoutwhatthedeviltheythinktheyareupto.Inonesense,

of course, no one knows this better than they do themselves [...]. People 

use experiencenear concepts spontaneously, unselfconsciously, as it 

werecolloquially;theydonot,exceptfleetinglyandonoccasion,recognize

thatthereareany“concepts”involvedatall.Thatiswhatexperience-near

means–thatideasandtherealitiestheyinformarenaturallyandindissolu

bly bound up together. [...] I have been concerned, among other things, with 

attemptingtodeterminehowthepeoplewholivetheredefinethemselves

asperson,whatgoesintotheideatheyhave[...]ofwhataself[...].Andin

each case, I have tried to get at this most intimate of notions [...] by sear

ching out and analyzing the symbolic forms  words, images, institutions, 
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behaviors – in termswhich, in eachplace, people actually represented

themselves to themselves and to one another  18.

Ananthropologistencountersamultitudeofconceptualstructu
res which seem strange, irregular, incomprehensible, but which must 
neverthelessbeordered,connectedandgeneralised.Anthropological
research concerns other, foreign cultures, but do we not now assume 
that every cultural circle, even those encountered in the context of 
common culture, is a foreign one for every researcher? The resear
cher does not try to understand the other from his or her point of 
view, but to put him or her in their own categories. Therefore, Ge
ertz’s method of thick description explains the behaviour of indivi
duals througha stratifiedhierarchyofmeaningful structures, rules
of understanding that function in the society. Generalising the un
derstanding of individuals, and thus their understanding in the con
text of their culture, consists in the accumulation of structures of 
meanings.Ananthropologistselectsasmallevent(situation,symbol,
ritual, cultural phenomenon) and tries to describe it in the context of 
allothersymbols,socialfindings,feelingsandconceptsinrelationto
which it is relevant. The thick description makes it possible to cha
racterise culture on the basis of key symbols, deeper layers of struc
tures,principlesofsymbolicsystems.Ananthropologisthastoface
a multitude of conceptual structures that overlap and intertwine. In 
this task, he becomes a codemaker who aims to impose the frame
work of interpretation on the statements and behaviour of individu
als, on their understanding of themselves. Geertz compares the work 
of an anthropologist, who studies different cultures, to dealing with 
a foreignmanuscript: “Doingethnography is like trying to read [...]
a manuscriptforeign, faded, full of ellipses, incoherencies, suspicious 
emendations, and tendentious commentaries [...]”  19. Interpretation is 
anattempt to read suchanunknown text asAnnSwidlerexplains:
“Thecultureofapeopleisanensembleoftexts,themselvesensem
bles, which the anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of 

18 C.Geertz,“»FromtheNative’spointofView«.OnthenatureofAnthropologicalun
derstanding”,[in:]C.Geertz,Local Knownledge. Further Essays in Interpretive Anthro-
pology,NewYork1983,pp.56,58.

19 C.Geertz,“ThickDescription.TowardanInterpretiveTheoryofCulture”,op.cit.,p.10.
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those to whom they properly belong”  20.Athickdescriptiondoesnot
lead to establishing abstract cultural regularities, but outlines those 
regularitieswithinspecificcases.

Cultures are languages thatmust be translated into a language
that can be understood by members of other cultures (more precisely, 
anthropologist’s culture). Similarly, someone’s experience of daily re
ality should be translated into the language of the person who wants 
tounderstandit.Forananthropologist,everyculture,everypersonis
treated as foreign, incomprehensible. Therefore, in the case of a me
eting with another person, the generalisation should be at the same 
time a translation of another culture into one’s own language. Trans
lation is a meeting, a dialogue between two cultures or two strangers. 
Ananthropologistdoesnotdealwithnakedfacts,butwithinterpre
tations which he then has to interpret from his own position as a cul
turally situated subject. Therefore, a researcher, when conducting 
more general interpretations and analyses, must approach this task 
with extensive knowledge (also in the area of his or her own culture, 
for example in the area of meanings of power, faith, work, domination, 
passion,authority,beauty,violence,loveandprestige).Culturaltrans
lation juxtaposes someone’s understanding with our understanding 
on the basis of our own cultural context; translation is an exchan
gebetweendifferentculturalforms.“Translation,observesGeertz,is
not some simple transformation of other ways of treating things in 
the terms we treat them (this is actually how we lose things), but the 
showing the logic of the ways things are treated in our  stylistics”  21. 
Translation is also a kind of interpretation, but this interpretation 
“consists in catching »foreign« views by »our« dictionaries”  22. The 
method of thick description is based on engaging in a dialogue with 
culture and its representatives, in which the meanings are negotiated 
by both sides; an anthropologist, on the other hand, tries to reconcile 
the otherness he encounters with his own cultural experience without 
any claim to a holistic understanding.

20 C.Geertz,“DeepPlay.NotesontheBalineseCockfight”,[in]C.Geertz,The Interpreta-
tion of Cultures,op.cit.,p.452.“[…]societies,likelives,containtheirowninterpreta
tions.Onehasonlytolearnhowtogainaccesstothem”(Ibidem,p.453).

21 C.Geertz,“ThickDescription.TowardanInterpretiveTheoryofCulture”,op.cit.,p.16.
22 Ibidem.
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We are not, or at least I am not, seeking either to become natives [...], or to 

mimic them. [...] We are seeking, in the widened sense of the term in which 

it encompasses very much more than talk, to converse with them […]”23.

The aim of the semiotic approach to culture is to gain access to the 
key to the conceptual world in which the people who are the subjects 
of our research live, so that we can have a dialogue with them. There
fore, an anthropologist in this dialogue remains both outside the stud
ied culture and inside his own culture. The model of cognition is not 
thesubject–objectrelationship,buttherelationbetweenasubject
and another subject, where the subjectivity of the anthropologist is 
indelible and it is the vehicle of his culture. The thick description leads 
to generalisation based on a cultural context, common meanings and, 
at the same time, it must be a dialogue, because the researcher’s point 
of view is never objective and is never deprived of his own cultural 
heritage.

However,duetothenecessarydialogue,thedescriptionandcon
struction conducted by an anthropologist is also only his interpretation:

In short, anthropological writings are themselves interpretations; and se

condandthirdorderonestoboot.(Bydefinition,onlya“native”makes

firstorderones:it’shisculture.)Theyare,thus,fictions;fictions,inthe

sensethattheyare“somethingmade”,“somethingfashioned”[…]  24.

Allthemoresobecausetheinterpretationismadeinone’sownlan
guage and, in the case of anthropology, it gains a written form and 
becomes a written work, literature;

the line between mode of representation and substantive content is as 

undrawableinculturalanalysis.[...]Theethnographer»inscribes«social

discourse [...]. In so doing, he turns it from a passing event, which exists 

only in its own moment of occurrence, into an account, which exists in its 

inscriptions and can be reconsulted25.

23 Ibidem,p.13.
24 Ibidem,p.15.
25 Ibidem, p. 16, 19.
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But this writing, this veni, vidi, vici of an anthropologist, these three 
stages of the search for knowledge are no longer possible to be separat
ed, from the very beginning guessing meanings, guesses, their evalua
tion and conclusions intertwine, together making up an interpretation. 
Thus, anthropological knowledge cannot be objective and neutral, nei
ther are its research procedures in the conditions of contextual inter
pretationofculturaltexts.Anthropologyitselfisaculturalpractice.

undeRsTandInG daIly RealITy

The model of anthropological understanding presented by Geertz is 
inscribed in the assumptions of this discipline of knowledge whose 
aim is to study other cultures and treat each culture as a foreign one. 
However,theresearcheralsoadoptsapostmodernattitudetowards
the object of his observation. Geertz’s very concept, created in the 
1960sand1970s,wasevenanavant-gardeofpostmodernthought:it
assumes relativism, contextuality of human knowledge, language and 
meaning as the only available dimensions of social life.

Canthismodelbeappliedtotheeverydaylifeofanotherperson,
a socialgrouporoneself?Assuming thateveryhumanbeing is im
mersed in daily reality in every experience of his or her life and that 
daily reality is conditioned by the whole culture with all its signs and 
relations of domination, we can assume that the method and thought 
of Geertz’s interpretive anthropology is applied in its understanding.

To understand the daily reality of another person means to apply 
the method of interpretive anthropology, thick description, transla
tion, and dialogue to understand his experience of daily reality, whose 
cultural context and own life history never fully coincides with ours, 
and thus to be an anthropologist towards the other. To understand 
one’sownexperienceofdailyreality is toacceptcriticalreflection,
to apply the process of interpretation to one’s own experiences en
tangled in thewebof one’s own culture. Experiencingdaily reality
is particularly characterised by the fact that, as Geertz stresses, the 
concepts and reality behind them are inextricably linked, and so it is 
expressedineverydaylanguage.Knowledgeaboutithasthecharac
ter of common sense, whose properties Geertz mentions in his essay 
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“CommonSenseasaCulturalSystem”–theyincludenaturalityand
obviousness, practicality and usefulness, nonmethodical character, 
directaccessibilityand“lackoftransparency”.AccordingtoGeertz:

The world is what the wideawake, uncomplicated person takes it to be. 

[...] the really important facts of life lie scattered openly along its surface, 

not cunningly secreted in its depths  26. 

Hepresentsexperiencingdailyrealityas“worldasafamiliarworld”27. 
If we try to understand the experiencing of daily reality as proposed 
by Geertz i.e. as a cultural system, an integrated order, we try to dis
cover it empirically and formulate it conceptually, then

one cannot do so by cataloguing its content [...]. One cannot do so, either, 

by sketching out some logical structure it always takes, for there is none. 

Andonecannotdosobysummingupthesubstantiveconclusionsital

ways draws, for there are, too, none of those. One has to proceed instead 

by the peculiar detour of evocing its generally recognized tone and tem

per, the untraveled side road that leads through constructing metaphori

calpredicates–near-notionslike“thinness”–toremindepeopleofwhat

they aleready know  28.

This circuitous way of understanding one’s own or foreign daily 
reality can be a hermeneutical method of interpretive anthropology, 
a way of understanding selected aspects of daily reality through their 
interpretation in the context of meanings of one’s own or another’s 
culture in dialogue with one’s own culture. In both cases, it requires 
the understanding of the systems of meanings that are hidden in the 
experience of daily reality and structure it.

26 C.Geertz,“CommonSenseasaCulturalSystem”,[in:]C.Geertz,Local Knowledge, op. 
cit., p. 89.

27 Ibidem, p. 91.
28 Ibidem, p. 92.
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Abstract:
The paper investigates the problem of understanding daily reality, 
which presents a challenge for the humanities, arts and social scien
ces today. The problem can be considered from two perspectives: 
first, asaproblemrelating to themethod, interpretation,observa
tion, study of daily reality; and second, as a problem or a question that 
every individual entangled in and belonging to daily reality can put 
to themselves, i.e. how to understand oneself in the context of one’s 
own daily reality? The answer to the question about possible access to 
daily reality is based on the assumption that that access requires un
derstanding which is a complex mental operation performed by a re
searcher and susceptible of being performed by every individual. The 
paper discusses understanding of daily reality with reference to the 
ideasofcontemporarycultural anthropologistCliffordGeertz.The
cultural anthropology solutions Geertz proposed can both provide 
a methodological basis for conceptualising understanding of indivi
duals or social groups under study, and prove useful in the individual’s 
reflectionanddeliberationonthemselves.

keywords:
daily reality, culture, symbolic system, understanding, interpretive 
anthropology,CliffordGeertz


