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On being selfish or not:  
explorations of an idea from the mountains of Oaxaca and the Alaskan tundra 

 
This paper draws on material from two communities organised around the principal of 
common property to explore multiple ways in which ‘non-selfishness’ may be essentially 
about ‘self’. Challenging models which put ‘the selfish individual’ at the center of ideas 
about what drives human action, this ethnographic material supports the suggestion that 
proper selves are expanded ones. ‘Selfishness’, in this context, is not an indication of ‘too 
much’ self, but is rather evidence of an incomplete one. This is turn invites the question of 
how young people in particular learn to value a self that values ‘us’, at times over ‘I’. 
Drawing on recent research in these same communities, we explore through young people’s 
views some of the ways in which this might develop. 
 

Workshop with Barbara Bodenhorn abstract 
 
This workshop is designed to provide the opportunity to discuss and share ideas about some 
of the concept which form part of my talk on being ‘not selfish’ – and that continue to be the 
subject of intense discussion in British Social Anthropology:  

• who are persons? Individual / dividual / other-than-human / hybrids?  
• how do we interact with knowledge forms the are not necessarily consonant with each 

other? (i.e., can we get beyond the science/lay; traditional/modern knowledge 
divides?  

• what is our ethical responsibility to engage with the people we work with? 
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About the lecturer: 
Barbara Bodenhorn has worked as a social anthropologist in arctic Alaska since 1980 and in 
Oaxaca, Mexico since 2004. She is currently Fellow Emerita at Pembroke College and a 
Senior Research Associate in the Department of Social Anthropology, University of 
Cambridge. Her focus on kinship, gender, economics, 4th world politics and cosmology has 
often led her to questions about self, personhood and agency. Her most recent work has had a 
focus on learning and young people’s environmental knowledge practices. She co-edited The 
Anthropology of Names and Naming and is currently working on two volumes on climate 
change as well as a festschrift for Esther Goody. 


