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Foreword

Modern anthropology as a discipline is nhow around 150 years old. The discipline in its
current form is traced to scholars such as Franz Boas and members of the Cambridge
Anthropological Expedition to the Torres Straits, who pioneered ethnographic research in
the late 19" century. With Boas’s founding of the first anthropology department in the
United States in 1902 at Columbia University and similar departments at Oxford and
elsewhere shortly thereafter, anthropology carved out what later came to be known -and
critiqued - as the “savage slot” in modern academia. Whereas all other social science
disciplines focused on studies of modern, urban, industrial Western societies,
anthropology claimed as its area of interest the rest of the world — particularly everything
that was seen as the antithesis of the West: pre- or non-modern, small-scale, rural, pre-
or non-industrial societies.

This colonial division of labor and the relationship between anthropology and colonialism
have been heavily critiqued since at least the 1960s. By the 1990s, this critique became
a mainstay and central to the discipline itself. What began as critique has in many places
become an active program to reshape and reimagine the discipline. This project of
reimagining and reshaping the discipline has many dimensions, from reconfiguring the
relationship between anthropologists and the people they study, to reworking the
methods that anthropologists employ, to rethinking ethnography as a holistic enterprise,
and training increasingly diverse cohorts of anthropologists. Since the mid-20th century,
many efforts have been made to develop anthropology beyond its European and
American origins and make it a relevant discipline for other people in other places. The
working paper published here is a record of one step, of one such projectin Singapore.

Singapore and the National University of Singapore (NUS) has had its own, particular
history and relationship to anthropology. Since its founding in 1965, the Department of
Sociology at NUS has been de facto a joint department of sociology and anthropology.
The first head of department, Murray Groves, was a British Social anthropologist. A
significant number of faculty members — usually a quarter to a third — have been PhD’s in
anthropology working alongside their sociology-trained colleagues. But until very
recently, anthropology was not widely recognized. According to the oral history of the
department, recounted by various colleagues into the 21st century, the decision to name
the department Sociology and not include Anthropology was because the former was
seen as relevant to the study of Singapore as a modern society, whereas the latter was
seen as the study of “primitive people” for which rapidly modernizing Singapore had no
need.

Only in the past 15 years has this begun to change. In 2012, the Department began to
officially recognize an Anthropology track in its PhD program. From 2022, the name of the
Department was officially changed to Sociology and Anthropology, along with the
creation of an undergraduate major in anthropology. The first cohort of undergraduate
anthropology majors graduated from the university in 2026. The working paper presented
here is an account of that first cohort, based on ethnographic methods of interviewing
and participant observation. Its author, Nicole Tan, was herself a sociology major in the
same cohort as the students whose stories are told in the following pages.



This working paper began as an undergraduate Independent Study Course, during which
Ms. Tan carried out research among her anthropology counterparts. The Department is
publishing the work in its working papers series in order that it can be available as a
document that reflects the experiences and aspirations of this first cohort. As
anthropology moves further away from its roots in a colonial world, what it will become
in the future will depend on how it is taught, how it is received, and how it will be
reimagined by this and other cohorts as a global discipline.

Eric C. Thompson

Associate Professor

Department of Sociology and Anthropology
National University of Singapore



1. Introduction

Anthropologyis adiscipline concerned with the study of humanity, seeking to understand
the diversity of human cultures, societies, and biological development across time and
space. Inits early development, particularly during the colonial period, the discipline was
often shaped by assumptions of economic, political, and psychological superiority held
by Western scholars studying non-Western societies (Lewis, 1973, p. 582). Such
assumptions were grounded in a perspective that positioned Western societies as more
developed, while non-Western societies were often described as underdeveloped, or
“primitive” (Lewis, 1973, p. 582). This created unequal relationships between Western
researchers and the communities they studied, which were frequently treated as the
primary subjects of anthropological inquiry. Over time, however, anthropology moved
away from these earlier assumptions and increasingly came to emphasize cultural
relativism, reflexivity, and ethical engagement with the communities being studied
(Lewis, 1973, p. 590).

Despite its importance in examining individuals’ lived experiences as a way of
understanding broader social structures across time and space, anthropology remains
relatively under-recognised in Singaporean society. According to the QS Top Universities
website, as of April 2026, when this paper was written, the National University of
Singapore (NUS) is the only university in Singapore to offer anthropology as a field of
study. Yet, despite anthropology’s limited institutional presence in Singapore,
particularly at NUS, the university’s continued commitment to developing the discipline
has resulted in notable achievements, with NUS currently ranked 14th globally and first
in Asia for anthropology. Importantly, the establishment of Singapore’s only anthropology
major, along with its present achievements, did not emerged without a rich, contested,
and decades-long history of struggle over anthropology’s recognition in the Department’s
name and its establishment as a major for prospective students, as will be illustrated in
Section 2. In light of this prolonged struggle, it is vital to document the experiences of the
first cohort of anthropology students, who were the first to directly experience the
outcome of these sustained efforts. Doing so not only highlights the significance of the
struggle to secure recognition for the discipline in both name and programme, but also
marks a new era for anthropology at NUS and extends the broader story of the discipline
as it takes root in Singapore.

To better understand the experiences of the first cohort of anthropology undergraduates,
several students currently in their final year of the programme were interviewed. This
paper presents findings on how the meaning of anthropology evolved for this group of
students (Sections 5 and 6), the challenges they faced both as undergraduates taking
anthropology modules and as anthropology students more broadly (Section 7), and an
interpretation of the data collected (Section 8). It also examines observational data,
clarified through interviews, with particular attention to the relationships formed within
the cohort (Section 9) and the efforts made to improve the major for subsequent cohorts
(Section 10). The paper concludes by exploring the shared commitment of the first cohort
and the anthropology professors to the development of the major, and why this
commitment is significant for understanding the programme’s early development
through the lens of disciplinary identity formation, a process that mirrors anthropology’s



historical struggle for recognition and legitimacy (Section 11). In doing so, the paper aims
to (1) capture the personal and intellectual growth experienced by these students, (2)
recognise the experiences of the first cohort who undertook this newly introduced major,
and (3) document how the programme was experienced in its early stages, thereby
creating a historical record of its formative years.

2. The Institutional History of Anthropology at NUS

Anthropology had long been taught in universities in Singapore across a range of
departments (Sinha, 2019). At NUS in particular, before anthropology was formally
established as a field of study, it had already developed a firm institutional presence
within the Department of Sociology from 1965 onward in the form of social anthropology.
This arrangement arose from the recognition that the social sciences needed to be
developed, while at the same time a committee resisted separating sociology and
anthropology into different departments out of concern that such a division would
weaken both disciplines. As a result, anthropology entered NUS through a joint
arrangement within the Department of Sociology in 1965, and teaching began in 1966
(Sinha, 2019).

Despite this institutional pairing, the intellectual approaches and methods of
anthropology and sociology never fully converged (Sinha, 2019). Sociology was more
strongly associated with quantitative methods, whereas anthropology was identified with
qualitative and ethnographic approaches. This distinction was reflected in the
curriculum from the outset: students majoring in sociology were required to take both
Introduction to Sociology (SC101) and Introduction to Anthropology (SC102) (Sinha,
2019).

By the 1980s, however, sociology had come to outweigh anthropology within the
department (Sinha, 2019). This shift was reflected in the curriculum structure, which
remained in place until 1998, when SC101 continued to be compulsory while SC102
became optional. The growing institutional dominance of sociology was also evidentina
faculty ratio of roughly 3:1 and in the smaller number of anthropology courses offered.
This imbalance may also have contributed to the departure, in the mid-1990s, of several
key anthropologists who had played a crucial role in shaping and institutionalising
anthropology within the department (Sinha, 2019).

A major turning point came in 2012, when the PhD programme in anthropology was
formally named and recognised, with its first intake admitted in 2012/13, alongside a
corresponding expansion of anthropology methods and theory courses (Sinha, 2019). In
August 2017, the NUS Sociology Department voted to introduce a new undergraduate
major in anthropology. This proposal was accompanied by another to incorporate
“Anthropology” in the department’s name, rebranding it as the “Department of Sociology
and Anthropology.” In August 2022, anthropology was finally granted official recognition
through the department’s renaming and the introduction of a full undergraduate major
for the 2022/23 cohort (Department of Sociology and Anthropology, n.d.).



3. Methodology

The target interviewees for the observations and interviews in this study were students
who (1) were admitted to NUS in the 2022/23 academic year, thereby constituting the first
cohort of anthropology students, and (2) were pursuing anthropology as either their first
or second major. Students pursuing anthropology as a minor were excluded.
Interviewees were considered part of the cohort regardless of when they declared or
switched into the anthropology major, provided that they had been admitted to NUS in
the 2022/23 academic year. This is because students within the same admission cohort
generally share the same seniority and complete a similar number of credits by the end
of each semester, resulting in broadly comparable academic experiences.

The study began with an observation of the first cohort of anthropology students during
the 60th Sociology and Anthropology Department Anniversary Gala Dinner held at NUS.
My attendance at the event provided an initial opportunity to become acquainted with
potential interviewees and to introduce the study to them. The observation was later
extended to another event, a potluck hosted by the first cohort of anthropology students,
which offered a further opportunity to engage with and become familiar with potential
interviewees.

Through this observation, several interesting interactions emerged, while other
anticipated dynamics were absent. As a result, the study subsequently employed semi-
structured interviews, conducted primarily face-to-face, to gain a deeper understanding
of the lived experiences and challenges of the first cohort of anthropology students
majoring in anthropology. The only exception was one interviewee, identified by the
pseudonym “Joyce,” who was interviewed via Zoom.

Interviewees were formally invited to the interviews through Telegram messages. Their
contact information was obtained during the gala dinner, where | was invited to join a
Telegram group chat comprising anthropology students from the 2022/23 academic year.

All interviewees were interviewed individually, except for three—identified by the
pseudonyms “Sophie,” “Hana,” and “Nathan”—who participated together in a group
interview. This format was chosen to facilitate a more interactive discussion, allowing
one interviewee’s contribution to prompt others to recall related experiences and share
their perspectives.

In total, the study included 11 interviewees majoring in anthropology. This sample was
drawn from 20 members listed in the Telegram group chat, although this figure may also
have included students minoring in anthropology. Among the 11 interviewees, two—
identified by the pseudonyms “Charlotte” and “Ava”—were pursuing anthropology as a
second major, though both expressed a strong sense of identification with the discipline.
Six others were also undertaking either a double major or a minor in another social
science discipline. As their concurrent course of study did not significantly influence the
substance of their responses, the pseudonyms of these six interviewees will not be
disclosed here.



It should be noted that the interviews were conducted between 27 January 2026 and 12
February 2026. Therefore, all of the interviewees’ accounts were provided during their
fourth year of studying anthropology. To ensure full anonymity, all interviewees are
represented using pseudonyms.

4. A Brief Idea of Anthropology

Throughout the interviews, the interviewees referred to a range of terms and subfields
within anthropology, as well as to a reading that shaped two interviewees’ understanding
of their areas of interest within the discipline. This section briefly introduces these three
items to provide a foundation for understanding them later in the paper. Where
appropriate, these concepts are presented in the interviewees’ own terms or inferred
from the ways in which they were used. This approach preserves the language most
familiar to the interviewees and helps readers to more clearly follow their intended
meanings.

4.1 Terms and Subfields of Anthropology

Ethnography, as understood across the interviews, refers to a way of studying people or
social phenomena through observation and participation in everyday life. It may also
involve formal and informal interviews, as well as the production of field notes. Although
this methodology is commonly used in qualitative research, it is especially central to
anthropology.

Anthropology is an approach to understanding human experience across time, space,
and social contexts from an insider’s perspective (American Anthropological
Association, 2025). Isabelle describes anthropology, in its simplest form, as a training in
a particular way of thinking and a framework that encourages critique and the practice of
making the familiar unfamiliar. As the interviews also suggest, the discipline
encompasses a range of subfields. These subfields, according to Anderson-Fye (2012),
include cultural, biological, linguistic, and archaeological anthropology. Rather than
addressing entirely separate subjects, these subfields offer distinct approaches to
understanding the same human phenomena. For the purposes of this paper, however,
only cultural, biological, and linguistic anthropology will be introduced through
Anderson-Fye’s (2012) work.

Cultural anthropology examines how people make meaning of the world around them
within specific social and cultural contexts. It is concerned with how beliefs, practices,
and values are shaped through everyday life, and with how the same phenomenon can
carry different meanings across societies. As noted by the interviewees, this is the only
subfield taught in NUS’s anthropology major.

Biological anthropology approaches humans as biological beings situated within society.
More specifically, it examines bodily variation, adaptation, development, and evolution
in relation to social life, emphasising the concept of human embodiment in society.
Through this lens, the subfield shows how social conditions such as inequality, nutrition,



and stress can be physically expressed in the body. In this way, biological anthropology
demonstrates that the body is not only natural but also socially shaped.

Linguistic anthropology studies language as a social and cultural practice. Itis concerned
with how people communicate meanings, values, and identities through speech. In other
words, linguistic anthropologists are interested not only in what people say, but also in
what language does within social and cultural life.

Another subfield discussed in this paper, medical anthropology, is described by
McMahan and Nichter (2011) as a specialised field within anthropology concerned with
health, illness, healing, and healthcare as biosocial phenomena. Rather than treating
disease as purely biological, medical anthropology understands the body as shaped by
the interaction between biological processes and social, cultural, political, and
environmental conditions. Medical anthropologists are therefore concerned not only
with how illness occurs, but also with how it is experienced, interpreted, represented,
and managed in everyday life. This includes attention to embodiment, or the way lived
social realities are expressed through the body, as well as to structural factors such as
inequality, institutions, and the unequal distribution of health risks and access to care. In
this sense, medical anthropology provides a way of understanding health not as an
isolated bodily condition, but as something deeply embedded in social life.

4.2 Readings that Expand Anthropological Knowledge

Aligned with the subfield of medical anthropology, The Spirit Catches You and You Fall
Down by Fadiman (1997) examines the experiences of a Hmong child, Lia Lee, whose
epilepsy becomes a site of conflict between her family’s cultural beliefs and the U.S.
biomedical system. The book illustrates how the Hmong community understands illness
through spiritual and cultural frameworks, whereas American doctors approach it
through clinical and scientific models. Miscommunication, conflicting assumptions
about health and healing, and institutional constraints ultimately lead to tragic
consequences for Lia. As Arthur described it, the book reflects “the cultural conflict that
arises between indigenous understandings of health and disease versus Western
concepts of health and healing.” This reading will be mentioned in Section 6.1.2.

5. The Beginning of An Anthropological Journey in NUS

Most interviewees first encountered the major during the undergraduate application
process, with many noting that they learned about anthropology through Yale-NUS and
university open houses. Despite this common point of encounter, their reasons for
pursuing the major varied according to their individual goals. These motivations can be
broadly grouped into three categories: personal needs related to future aspiration
(Section 5.1), an interest in qualitative methods and the human dimension (Section 5.2),
and a desire to try something new (Section 5.3).



5.1 Personal Need for Future Aspiration

Anthropology was perceived as a valuable foundation for future aspirations, influencing
interviewees’ decisions to pursue it as a major. Several interviewees demonstrated a
clear understanding of their future goals and of how anthropology could support themin
achieving those aims.

Isabelle, for instance, explained that she chose anthropology by referring to the entry
requirements of archaeology programmes in the United States, viewing it as a pathway
into the field of archaeology:

“l want to pursue a master’s degree in archaeology and work in the field. However,
archaeology [as an undergraduate major] is not offered in Singapore. | discovered that
archaeology [master’s] programmes in America are often linked to anthropology, as it
teaches the same fundamentaltheories and frameworks that archaeology uses. So that’s
kind of why | ended up here.”

Hana likewise regarded anthropology as a precursor to archaeology, noting that
“[anthropology] is the closest | could get to archaeology in Singapore, and it could act as
a precursor if | wanted to pursue archaeology later on.”

Grace viewed anthropology as the discipline most closely related to her aspiration of
working in a museum, positioning it as an alternative pathway to art conservation:

“| started thinking about what the closest field to working in a museum would be since
that’s where I’'ve always wanted to work... anthropology seemed like the most relevant...
and interesting.”

5.2 Interest in Qualitative Research and the Human Aspect

In addition to serving as a foundation for future aspirations, anthropology was also
perceived as a way of cultivating skills associated with the humanities. More specifically,
this perception was reflected in the varied interests expressed by interviewees, ranging
from specific qualitative methods to broader engagement with people’s lived
experiences.

For Daniel, the qualitative dimension of anthropology was especially significant, as it
aligned with the kind of humanities-related work he had already come to see as
meaningful. This, in turn, became a key motivation for his decision to pursue
anthropology:

“l knew that | wanted to do something humanities-related... | did an internship at a market
research firm in the qualitative research department, and | really enjoyed the work we
did—we talked to people and did moderation. So, | knew | wanted to do something like
that when | applied [to an undergraduate programme], which led me to anthropology.”

10



Charlotte likewise described her preference for qualitative methods as a reason for
choosing anthropology. It is within this discipline that such methods enable her to focus
on her interest in understanding human experience, particularly in relation to broader
societal issues:

“l had a preference for qualitative over quantitative for a while... [and]... was interested in
lived experience [which]informed a lot more about societalissues than simply just a top-
down thing.”

Several other interviewees similarly echoed Charlotte’s view that understanding human
experience and broader societal issues was central to their interestin anthropology. They
perceived the discipline’s focus on everyday life as enabling them to pursue their own
curiosity about human experience in society, which in turn shaped their decision to
pursue the major.

Nathan, for example, expressed a curiosity about human behaviour that he felt
anthropology could satisfy:

“l switched to anthropology, which was what | had always wanted... | began to develop a
curiosity about why people do the things they do... | wanted to understand how people
function collectively—as a group, a tribe, or a community. That curiosity was what first
led me to anthropology, at least in a very vague sense.”

Sophie, in particular, highlighted her interest in both human culture and broader societal
structures, especially in terms of how they affect people’s everyday lives:

“l resonated more with anthropology’s focus on human culture in general... I'm also
interested in how those structures affect everyday life, which is something we also study
in anthropology, although it is just one aspect of the field.”

Joyce, meanwhile, explained that anthropology appealed to her because it offered a way
to explore the human-centred questions she found most compelling:

“l think what really drew me to the subject was how broad it was. When | first looked up
what anthropology was and saw it described as the ‘study of humans, | thought that
sounded broad enough for me and like something | would be very interested in. | enjoy
learning about people—how we construct things and how we assign meaningto the world
around us.”

The interviewees’ shared interest in human lived experience, which drew many of them
to anthropology as a major, was especially vividly reflected in Jack’s account. He spoke
with considerable enthusiasm about the fieldwork he undertook in the introductory
anthropology module AN1101E prior to deciding to switch majors.

Jack first explained that his interest in anthropology developed through the ethnographic

readings assigned in the module. He found these readings especially compelling
because they conveyed “a real story, from someone’s point of view, situated in a very
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specific context,” one that invited him to “put yourself in that person’s shoes... [it]
requires a lot of empathy, which | really appreciate.” This was particularly meaningful to
him because, as he reflected, “before studying anthropology, | had this idea that
academic work was very disembodied and distant.”

The readings then sparked his interest in conducting fieldwork firsthand in an area he was
already interested in, as he felt it was “quite hard to imagine [other people’s stories] if I've
never met someone like that before or experienced their story firsthand.” For Jack, the
experience of living alongside others during fieldwork and gaining an in-depth
understanding of their lives was profoundly enlightening, ultimately marking a turning
pointin his academic trajectory. As he shared:

“l was interested in kampongs and village life, because we don’t really have that in
Singapore anymore... | went to Johor. Initially, | thought | would just visit a kampong there
and find out what it was like. But | ended up learning so much from the experience. |
cycled there, met people, and spent time with families in the village. They were incredibly
kind to me. At first, | was just talking with people at a restaurant there and got carried
away in conversation. Eventually, someone invited me to stay overnight at their house, so
I did. Through that, | made a good friend. They told me a lot about what life is like there.
Interestingly, much of my research and reflection actually came after that visit... It felt
less like | was imposing theories onto people and more like | was actually learning from
them... Spending time with them—hanging out and even living with them for about two
days—changed the way | thought [about things]... It felt like a transformative moment for
me, because | had never done anything like that before... | felt like | was genuinely learning
from people, and everything felt new. That feeling was really amazing... For me, it was a
kind of eureka moment, and it felt really meaningful during my first year.”

Overall, these accounts reflect a shared interest in qualitative inquiry and its use in
exploring human experiences, which shaped their decisions to pursue anthropology.

5.3 Embracing Uncertainty

Beyond motivations related to future aspirations and the development of humanities-
related skills, anthropology also appealed to some students because, as a newly
established major at NUS, it entailed a degree of uncertainty that they were willing to
embrace.

Grace and Charlotte, for example, both conveyed an openness to the risks and
possibilities associated with joining a new major. As Grace noted, “l was entering NUS as
part of the first cohort, so it felt like a... risk,” but she also regarded it as “trying something
new,” an “adventure” that reflected her receptiveness to uncertainty. Charlotte expressed
a similar sentiment when she shared:

“It’s just fun and exciting to be part of something that hasn’t been done before—to see a

new major come into existence and observe how it develops, and then compare the
experience with a more established major.”
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This openness to uncertainty extended beyond the novelty of the programme itself. For
Arthur, entering anthropology without prior knowledge of the discipline became a means
of discovering new possibilities. He framed his transition from a science background into
anthropology as a willingness to explore the unfamiliar and place trust in an educational
path he had not previously considered. As he shared, “Back then | thought, ‘If you go into
science, you will always get a job...” But | decided to open my hands a bit and believe in
the school that was actually invested in my learning.”

6. The Ending of an Anthropological Journey in NUS

After four years of majoring in anthropology, the interviewees came to view the discipline
not merely as an academic obligation, but as one of the most meaningful aspects of their
undergraduate experience, shaped by a genuine passion for the field. As Isabelle
explained, “A lot of [people from our batch] are doing anthropology because we
fundamentally really like anthropology... [we are] not just going through the motions of
class.”

This deep passion appears to stem from a concern with human lives, cultures, and social
experiences—the very core of anthropology—as reflected across the interviews. Daniel
expressed this especially clearly, capturing a sentiment widely shared by the other
interviewees through the language of empathy and a desire to better understand others:

“Anthropology has given me a lot more empathy, honestly. It encourages me to ask: how
do lunderstand someone not just through my own judgments, but through what they say
about themselves? What meanings do they give to the things they say and the things they
do?”

What was particularly striking was that this concern was never understood in terms of
monetary exchange. When asked how they hoped to apply anthropology in their future
work, the interviewees did not frame their responses in capitalist or narrowly career-
oriented terms. Charlotte captured this especially clearly when she reflected, “It’s never
really been about money or career for me... I’m still enjoying it enough—after all.”

This shared passion for anthropology further developed into each interviewee’s specific
field of interest, encompassing both their original and newly emerging academic
interests (Section 6.1). Their engagement with these fields also reflected a more concrete
and nuanced understanding of the discipline than before, as discussed in Section 5. The
pursuit of these interests then enabled the interviewees to better grasp the meaning of
anthropology’s positionality (Section 6.2). Taken together, anthropology came to shape
how they understood themselves beyond those specific fields of interest (Section 6.3).

6.1 Bridging Diverse Academic Interests with Anthropology
The breadth of anthropology as a discipline allows it to accommodate a wide range of
intellectualinterests and lines of inquiry. As Daniel observed, “anthropology’s scope can

be wide,” and therefore “everyone is doing something interesting all the time.” This
diversity was reflected in the honours-year theses, which engaged with topics such as

13



heritage, healing, art, and the subculture of spiritual mediums through the application of
anthropological skills (Section 6.1.1), as well as in broader anthropological interests
beyond thesis work, including urban power and the subfield of medical anthropology
(Section 6.1.2).

6.1.1 Diverse Interest in Honours-Year Anthropology Theses: Heritage, Healing, Art,
and Spiritual Medium Subculture

The four honours-year theses all drew on anthropology, with Isabelle and Ava primarily
adopting its frameworks as analytical lenses, while Grace and Daniel engaged more
directly with its methodology.

Isabelle, whose interests lie in archaeology, explained how she applied anthropology’s
critical approach—particularly its emphasis on making the familiar unfamiliar, as
mentioned in Section 4.1, paragraph two—to examine archaeology and heritage in
Singapore. More specifically, she used this framework to question how archaeology
comes to narrate history in familiar ways and to probe the underlying assumptions and
exclusions that shape these narratives:

“[My thesis is about] the relationship between archaeology and heritage in Singapore...
[focusing on the question of] how archaeology contributes to what we perceive or do not
perceptive to be heritage, like: ‘Why do we think that our history is 700 years old. Why is
it specifically 700 years old? And why did that 700 years of history narrative only come
out or get really put into the spotlight during the bicentennial?’ And it's very strange
because when we say 700 years, we should think about our Malay history, our Malay past
in Fort Canning Hill. But people don't think about that. People just think about 13th, 14th
century history in Singapore. It's all about the buzzwords that they're using that make you
think a certain idea of heritage even though itis one side of the same coin as another side
of heritage that they're trying to bury.”

Ava brings anthropological perspectives into her psychology thesis by examining healing
method preferences among individuals with adverse childhood experiences. Although
her project is situated within psychology through its focus on emotional distress, self-
regulation, and help-seeking, anthropology informs the way she approaches the topic. In
particular, she draws on anthropology’s sensitivity to cultural difference, meaning-
making, and non-Western healing practices to question the dominance of Western
psychological models. Rather than limiting healing to psychiatry or psychology, she
considers a wider range of practices, including religion, community, worship, and
somatic forms of regulation such as yoga or running. In this sense, her work can be
understood as a point of intersection between psychology and anthropology, particularly
in relation to indigenous psychology and medical anthropology:

“I'm doing my thesis on healing method preferences among individuals with adverse
childhood experiences... I’m trying to see what kinds of help outlets people normally turn
to. This can include religion, community, Western psychiatry or psychology, or more
somatic practices like yoga, for example, or running—basically anything that helps you
regulate, and anything you do when you are in emotional distress... I’'m also interested in
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how people view themselves, how they conceptualise emotional distress, and how
important they think it is. | guess when | was doing my own interviews, | also had this
perspective that learning about different healing methods, or including them in the
conversation, was very inspired by anthropology. Because itis through anthropology that
| became more sensitive to the ways different people make meaning in their lives, and
also gained more exposure to different cultures and their modes of healing—or not just
healing, but also their modes of worship... We mostly learn about Western psychology,
but especially for the older generation, they do not necessarily participate in that. So,
then what does healing look like for them? For my grandparents, for example, it is very
different... [I want to] marriage the two disciplines. It is called indigenous psychology,
[which]is kind of similar to medical anthropology, but more focused on emotional healing
or spiritual healing.”

For Grace, whose interests are rooted in art, anthropology offered a way to connect
artistic practice with anthropological inquiry—an approach she described, in her own
terms, as arthropology. In her thesis, art became the medium through which she applied
an anthropological approach to her field site. By interviewing participants, documenting
their artistic practices, and reflecting on the meanings they attached to the exhibition,
she treated the curatorial process as a form of ethnographic engagement. Rather than
beginning with a fixed research question, she allowed her interactions in the field to
shape the direction of her inquiry. In this way, anthropology informed her method and
ultimately led her to conceptualise gotong royong, or communal labour, not only as the
topic of her thesis but also as a social philosophy and a possible anthropological
methodology. As Grace explains:

“l want to try to bridge anthropology and art, and see how | can use the stuff | learned in
anthropology through my own artistic practice to help people... We did an exhibition... I'm
kind of reflecting on the process of it... | was also kind of going around interviewing
everyone who participated, videoing their art practices, and interviewing them about
what they did and how they thought about the concept of our exhibition—art and
anthropology... | have done the work, collected most of the material, and then come back
and retrospectively thought, ‘What can | write about this?’ So, | kind of have a whole list
of questions to narrow it down... | went back to Yogyakarta in September during the
recess week... | was basically trying to listen to the people [to see] like what is the
research question, instead of me trying to find the research question. That’s why | ‘let the
field speak to you’ kind of thing, although that is such an exotic conversation... It’s like...
what do the people | work with think is important versus what | think is important. That’s
where | started to zoom into the social organization of art and think about how |
conceptualizeit... Itisresting on the concept of ‘gotong royong’, which means communal
labour, butis also a very old philosophyin Java... is not just an ideology or philosophy, but
also has [a] very everyday kinds of practices, as well as negotiation and contestation that
come with the term. Or maybe you can think of ‘gotong royong’ as a local social science
method for doing research. So, I’'m going to talk about how ‘gotong royong’ can also serve
as a methodology for anthropology.”

For Daniel, anthropology provided an ethnographic approach through which he could
pursue his growing interest in subcultures, particularly that of spiritual mediums. His
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research examines the interactions between mediums and their clients in online spaces,
paying particular attention to how these relationships are shaped by social media
platforms and their differing affordances. More specifically, he explores how spiritual
practitioners construct authority, negotiate moral values, and establish brand identities
while marketing religious or spiritual goods and services on platforms such as Carousell,
TikTok, and Instagram. As Daniel shared:

“I'm looking at how spiritual authority and moral values are constructed when spiritual
practitioners go online. | focus on certain e-commerce businesses or brands that operate
on platforms like Carousell, TikTok, or Instagram, selling spiritual or religious goods and
services, and how they construct their brand identity. | also examine how they negotiate
with platform affordances and their relationships with clients.”

When he was further asked how anthropology figured in his work, he framed his research
anthropologically by examining how people interact with platforms, build businesses,
and form networks within the moral economies of online purchasing—drawing on an
analogy with how anthropology often studies everyday social relations within societies,
and applying this lens to understand interaction on digital platforms. This points to an
ethnographic interest in online social relations:

“l think that when looking at certain moral economies involved in purchasing things
online, it is important to understand how people interact with these platforms and how
they construct businesses within them. Since the digital space is one that demands
visibility and makes things legible—whether through text or certain metrics—I think this
becomes an important aspect of social interaction that | wanted to understand... So, |
was interested in how these networks are formed, how they are structured, and how they
operate online.”

6.1.2 Anthropological Interests in Urban Power and the Subfield of Medical
Anthropology

Beyond the thesis projects, other interviewees also described how they engaged with
anthropology through areas that interested them, particularly the broader topic of urban
power and the subfield of medical anthropology.

For example, Sophie, who consistently expressed a strong interest in power dynamics
throughout the interview, described her interest in exploring power within urban
infrastructure through what she referred to as urban anthropology:

“Right now, I’'m thinking about exploring urban anthropology—looking at how
infrastructure can act as a form of power or influence in an individual’s life, and how

human culture or behaviour is shaped by urban structures.”

For Joyce, her intellectual interests gradually shifted from biological anthropology to
medical anthropology. As she explained:
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“What | found myself enjoying much more was medical anthropology. | really like
analysing those aspects of the discipline. So, in a way, I’m still somewhat connected to
healthcare—many of the topics | focus on relate to the body, medicine, healing, and
similar themes.”

She further reflected on a class she took during her exchange at the University of
California, Berkeley, which deeply shaped her understanding of healthcare systems. In
particular, an anthropological perspective was evident in the way she attended to how
illness is interpreted and managed within social, cultural, and institutional contexts,
rather than as merely a biological or medicalissue. As she reflected:

“l was on exchange at University of California, Berkeley, for medical anthropology. | really
enjoyed the class because my TA [teaching assistant] shared a lot about their
experiences in hospital settings. They were also a veteran, and they talked about how
their medical conditions were interpreted and handled by many different stakeholders
within the healthcare system. Through the class, | learned about things like triage
systems and the limitations of public healthcare interventions in different parts of the
world. It also made me think about how illnesses are understood and addressed in
different contexts. In Singapore, it often feels straightforward—if you have a problem, you
justgo to the doctor. Butthe class pushed me to think about other aspects, [such as]who
else people turnto when they are sick, and how different social, cultural, and institutional
factors shape how a person understands their illness. One thing that particularly interest
me was the power dynamic between doctors and patients. There’s a strong tendency to
trust doctors and accept what they say without much questioning. That made me reflect
on why that dynamic exists and how authority operates in medical settings.”

Similar to Joyce, Arthur showed a strong interest in medical anthropology. He understood
healthcare, healing, and disease as shaped by cultural context, echoing Ava’s emphasis
on culturally specific understandings of healing discussed in Section 6.1.1. However,
Arthur did not reject the biological dimension of medicine. Instead, he valued an
approach that holds together both physical-scientific and social-cultural perspectives,
allowing him to understand health and healing through both lenses. He articulated this
perspective through his reflection on Anne Fadiman’s The Spirit Catches You and You Fall
Down, mentioned in Section 4.2, which served as both a source of inspiration and a
contextual reference:

“The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down by Anne Fadiman to me, was really an eye-
opener. It made me understand that medicine, healing, disease, and health are all
cultural conceptions. They are things that are rooted in people's cultural contexts. You
cannot separate them from those contexts. They arise from a particular place and a
particular time. Butto me there is also a biological aspect to it, because you cannot deny
that medicine has had good effects for people. At the same time, you also cannot deny
the fact that medicine has been used in the name of science to justify certain kinds of
oppression against certain types of peoples. So, to me, you cannot really have one
without the other. | still keep a very strong grasp on the physical sciences part of things,
as well as the social and cultural part of things.”
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6.2 Positionality in Fieldwork

As these fields of interest developed, most, if not all, interviewees engaged in fieldwork
related, either directly or indirectly, to those interests. Through such fieldwork, they were
often entrusted with a significant amount of information. This entrustment, in turn, led
them to recognise that they became instruments through which information is shaped in
two key ways.

First, their very presence within a space influences how information is presented. This is
reflected in Grace’s account, in which she recognised herself as transforming the people
involved in the process of her thesis discussed in Section 6.1.1. As she reflected,
“Basically, the ethnographer is not a passive observer, but is actively transforming the
interaction that people are having with the ethnographer, and that interaction creates the
field.”

Second, the position of the anthropologist as a researcher who is, in many ways, a
complete stranger to their informants also influences the extent to which individuals are
willing to disclose information. As Daniel explained:

“You are the instrument, in a very real sense... because it’s me reaching out to people I've
never talked to before, entering these practices and saying, ‘Hey, I’'m a nobody. I’m just
really curious, and then relying on human goodwill alone, hoping that they will reply.”

The uncertainty surrounding how much informants are willing to disclose is further
compounded by the limited timeframe given to students to develop sufficient field
knowledge before representing their informants and becoming the instrument through
which the field is conveyed, thereby creating anxiety. Daniel elaborated on this point
through his thesis, discussed in Section 6.1.1, which serves here as a contextual
reference:

“After [gathering that information], you have to construct academic arguments or
analyses about these spaces, often within a very short time frame, when you may feel like
you do not even know enough yet. It is challenging because it asks a lot of you, and it
makes you very vulnerable.”

The interviewees, as anthropologists conducting research in their field sites, may also
come to feelthat they are using the people they study. This is reflected in Hana’s account:

“l really felt like, once you’re done talking to them and doing what you need to do, you just
say goodbye and then you may never see them again. | remember feeling like | had used
them.”

6.3 Self and Anthropology

Beyond academic and practical inquiry, anthropology also provided a space for self-

reflection. Across the interviews, interviewees described several ways in which
anthropology contributed to their self-awareness and self-exploration: (1) challenging
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the boundaries of their comfort zones, (2) encouraging them to treat themselves with
greater care, (3) deepening their understanding of their own lives, both in relation to
specific desires—such as freedom—and more broadly in terms of their present life state,
and (4) fostering greater tolerance.

For Daniel, engaging with unfamiliar fields became a way of moving beyond his usual
comfort zone, which in turn deepened his self-understanding, particularly in terms of
how he should conduct himself. As he explained, his research “pushed me out of my
comfort zone in certain ways—talking to new people, going to different venues, gigs, and
bands... in understanding myself: how | conduct myself, or how | approach my studies.”

Ava indicated that her time in anthropology classes enabled her to explore and become
more at ease with her own way of seeing the world and, in turn, encouraged her to treat
herself with greater care:

“As [classes of AN3210 — Happiness: Toward an Anthropology of the Good] went on... we
started trying to understand life in general. It’s also about shedding light on different
possibilities of how to live. | think there’s a very standard idea of what an ideal life looks
like, especially in Singapore. For me, it’s not just about well-being in a general sense, but
about having positive well-being and making sure that you’re actually living your life well.
I’m not sure if it’s specifically about Singapore, butwhen I was younger, | didn’treally think
about these things. | guess | was just younger and less reflective. As I’ve learned more
about myself and made certain changes in my life, I’ve felt like I’'m living more fully than
before. Previously, | don’t think | was really living well. | was just surviving rather than
living. That’s why | like this process of self-discovery. It makes me feel better about the
way I’m living now and about the progress I’m making in my life.”

She further drew on anthropological readings about other people’s lives to situate herself
within unfamiliar worlds, enabling her to learn from others’ experiences and reflect more
deeply on her own life and social environment. In turn, this led her to a clearer self-
realisation of her desire for mobility:

“The paper discussed why these Brazilian women dated foreign men. It wasn’t just about
relationships, but about wanting a better life and the opportunity to live overseas—to
move away and have different opportunities... | really liked the idea of mobility.
Sometimesin Singapore | feel a bit trapped. When | was in Europe on exchange, | realised
that people with European citizenship, under the European Union, can just live in many
different countries in Europe. They can move around quite freely, and the cost of living
can still be somewhat comparable. It’s also more common for students to move out and
live independently. For me, in Singapore, it feels like you can’t really move outin the same
way. | still feel like | want the freedom to move more freely in the world. That’s why that
idea of mobility really resonated with me. It’'s something | want as well... Sometimes it
just changes your perspective on what you thought you knew, or what you thought was
normal.”

Similarly, anthropology enabled interviewees to attend more carefully to experiences
genuinely different from their own and to reflect on how their own lives might have
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unfolded under different circumstances. Inturn, this deepened both their self-awareness
and their appreciation of their present circumstances, thereby contributing to a broader
perspective on life.

As Sophie observed, “[anthropology] is more than just the content or theories; what we
gained were lessons about life.”

This point was further developed by Jack, who explained that:

“[Anthropology] was about wanting to listen and to meet people who are quite different
from myself. From those experiences, | think we learn a lot—not just about others, but
also about ourselves. We start to see how our lives might have turned out differently if we
had been in another context. It opens up a lot of space for imagination and reflection
about how things could have been otherwise.”

Anthropology’s reflexive orientation also fostered greater tolerance. In Arthur’s account,
he explained how reflexivity enabled him to become more accepting of everyday
situations, including ordinary classroom interactions, that differed from his own ways of
thinking and acting. He illustrated this through an experience in a gender studies class,
in which he caught himself making an immediate judgment about another student’s
unfamiliarity with a concept he considered basic:

“IIn a gender studies class, we were taught that] ‘intersectionality is an important thing
because people’s identities are not just defined by one characteristic.... People were
taking out their notepads and jotting it down like it’s the most revolutionary thing they
heard. And | was like, ‘But we learn this in year one anthropology classes... [where] you
need to understand cultural relativism [such that] every culture has their own cultural
context—you need to understand it from this perspective...’ | remember a girl who turned
to me; she was like, ‘l don’t understand what that means.” And | was like, ‘Okay?’ And she
was a year three sociology student, alright... In my mind, | was like, ‘This is very basic.
Why don’t you get it?’”

Arthur then described stepping back from this initial reaction and reflecting on the
assumptions behind it. In doing so, he came to recognise that his response was shaped
by the privilege of having been trained within a particular disciplinary framework in which
cultural relativism is a core concept, and that not everyone had been exposed to the
same concepts or modes of thought. This reflexive awareness enabled him to become
more tolerant of those less familiar with ideas he had come to regard as basic. As he
reflected:

“But of course, this is the privilege of having studied in a particular field and with a
particular way of knowing things more. And so, | have to backtrack a bit now and say, ‘Hold

up, take a moment. Not everybody has done this yet.””

His reflection demonstrates an effort to resist imposing his own assumptions and to
reconsider his immediate judgments in order to understand others within the context of
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their own experiences—an approach that reflects a central tenet of anthropological
training—thereby fostering greater tolerance.

7. Challenges Encountered in the NUS Anthropology Major

Beyond the growth they experienced over the course of four years, they also encountered
a number of challenges. These included the broader dilemmas associated with
undergraduate research (Section 7.1), as well as more specific difficulties tied to being
the first cohort, including limited course offerings (Section 7.2) and the experience of
being treated as the “guinea pig” cohortin a newly established major (Section 7.3).

7.1 Dilemmas Associated with Undergraduate Research

The interviewees encountered a range of dilemmas as undergraduate researchers,
including the bittersweet experience of parting from relationships formed with
informants (Section 7.1.1), the frustration of becoming armchair theorists (Section
7.1.2), difficulties accessing the fields they hoped to study (Section 7.1.3), and doubts
about their own abilities, which in turn affected their capacity to identify more broadly as
anthropologists (Section 7.1.4).

7.1.1 The Temporary and Bittersweet Nature of Fieldwork Relationships

During fieldwork, relationships often develop, particularly when rapport is established
and more intimate details are shared. Although such relationships may sometimes
continue beyond the research itself, they often come to an end once fieldwork
concludes. This was one of the more striking points raised by the interviewees. Several
described feeling saddened by the ending of relationships formed in the field, though it
was most vividly articulated by Sophie and Hana.

Sophie recounted the entire process, from building rapport during the interview stage to
experiencing the sadness of parting when the study concluded, through her interviews
with her co-curricular activity (CCA) peers in NUS Mixed Martial Arts (MMA). She
described the interview process as both enjoyable and meaningful, as itbecame a space
for bonding:

“l interviewed some of the girls who were in the same CCA as me at MMA. It was actually
areally fun interview because we did it after one of our training sessions. We were on the
way to supper together, just eating and chatting while | was collecting my interview data.”

Yet when the semester ended, and the study concluded with it, the rapport that had been
built within the group also began to fade as everyone went their separate ways. As she
described, “After the semester ended, we all kind of went our separate ways.” For Sophie,
this parting was marked by sadness, but also by an appreciation of the joy that had been
created through that rapport during the shared experience of fieldwork:

“While it was a bit sad that the group dispersed, it was also sweet in a way. During the
time we had together, we enjoyed training, interacting, and doing drills together. Given
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that NUS MMA is mostly male-dominated, having a small group of girls who always
trained together felt very special. It was like a small safe space for us.”

She concluded by reflecting more broadly on the temporary nature of such connections
and the importance of cherishing them while they lasted:

“There have been moments in my life where | had really meaningful conversations with
people, but afterwards the connection just fades or stops there... [But] even when
someone shares a big part of their life story with me, and afterwards the connection ends
and | never see them again, | try not to feel too upset aboutit. In a way, the factthatitends
reminds me to cherish the present moment—that at that point in time, the person chose
to share their story with me, trusting that it could contribute to my project or something
meaningful. So, | think of it as a bittersweet ending.”

Similarly, Hana shared that her project involved meaningful conversations with her
interviewees that felt both joyful and fleeting. Recounting one memorable encounter, she
said:

“We kind of stumbled upon this shop by chance. We ended up talking to the shop owner
for about two to three hours. They were sharing their life story, and [my project partner]
and | were just listening. We also shared more about what we were trying to do, and they
were very eager to help us. It turned into a very memorable afternoon. It really felt like,
‘Wow! This is what fieldwork feels like. You go in without knowing what will happen, and
things just unfold naturally.” In that moment, | really felt like this is what being an
anthropologist feels like. For the first time, | felt like, ‘Oh my god, I’m actually doing this.””

Yet, as meaningful as the interaction was, it also ended with a sense of finality: “But at
the same time, it also felt a bit bittersweet. After we finished talking and doing what we
needed to do, we just said goodbye and left, and we never saw them again.” Reflecting on
this, Hana wondered whether such bittersweet endings might simply be an inherent part
of anthropological fieldwork:

“lwondered whether thatis just aninherent part of doing anthropology. I’m not sure. Even
now, sometimes | think back to that moment. The interaction felt so meaningful and the
connection meant a lot, but then it just ended there. It happened, and then it stopped,
with no continuation afterwards.”

7.1.2 Armchair Theorist

At the other end of the fieldwork experience lay the disappointment and frustration
associated with becoming an “armchair theorist.” As undergraduate students, several
interviewees felt confined to the classroom, where they engaged deeply with theory but
had limited opportunities to apply itin the fields they cared most about. This gap between
classroom-based theoretical learning and its practical application contributed to their
sense of frustration and disappointment.
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In Jack’s account, a sense of disappointment emerges when he remarks that “it feels
quite different from the ideas of fieldwork that anthropology is known for.” This
disappointment appears to stem from his expectation that anthropology would “be a
more hands-on” and immersive discipline. However, as the semester progressed, he
came to feel that the communities he was writing about were not being engaged with
directly, but rather observed and understood from a distance through assigned readings.
Consequently, this mode of writing could feel at odds with the moral responsibility of
representing those communities well:

“During the semester itself, it often feels very classroom-based. There’s a lot of reading
and a lot of writing. Sometimes it feels a bit strange when I’m writing an essay about
people I’ve never actually met and all my information comes from second-hand sources.
It reminds me a bit of the idea of ‘armchair anthropology, which used to be much more
common before anthropologists like Malinowski began emphasizing fieldwork and going
out to study people directly. In the classroom, it can feel like I’'m reading about many
different groups of people, trying to imagine their lives, and sometimes watching videos
about them—but I’ve never actually been there. And then I’'m expected to write an
analysis about them. That’s quite hard for me, because it sometimes feels like I’'m not
really doing them justice. | wonder whether I’m just writing things based on what | think,
rather than on real engagement with their lives.”

This, in turn, led him to question his own authority to write about people whose lives he
had not personally encountered. As Jack noted: “So there’s always that sense of doubt—
wondering whether I’m actually qualified to do this when I’ve never been there myself.”

In Charlotte’s account, this frustration was reflected in her concern that theoretical
engagement may not necessarily translate into meaningful forms of support for the

communities she hoped to assist. Her repeated question, “So what?”, captures this
dissatisfaction clearly:

“A lot of the time it feels like we have theories and systems to explain things—but then
the question is, so what? Does it actually change anything about people’s lives? A lot of
the people skills involved—talking to people, understanding their lives, hearing their
stories—aren’t things you necessarily learn in a textbook or classroom. So, I’m not fully
convinced that theories and systems always directly inform how we actually help
people.”

7.1.3 Barriers to Accessing Relevant Field Sites

This sense of confinement extended beyond the classroom to the inaccessibility of the
field sites they genuinely cared deeply about, further contributing to their frustration.

Arthur’s account points to a challenge often faced by undergraduate students: limited
access to the fields they are most interested in studying. Without access to relevant
communities or the relationships needed to enter those spaces, it becomes difficult to
apply what they have learned in ways that align with their interests. As he explained:
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“Even if you are interested in specific topics, if you don’t have the ability to access these
fields, if you don’t have people you can talk to, and if you don’t build proper connections,
it’s impossible for you to study what you want.”

Joyce’s account further demonstrates the emotional impact of this inaccessibility. She
was troubled by the fact that even when class assignments involved hands-on fieldwork,
they did not necessarily align with the kind of work she hoped to pursue. As a result, her
academic work felt disconnected from her deeper interests. As she reflected:

“l think it’s very weird because... we’re always doing the same thing where we go into a
community, talk about them, observe them, write about them, and that’s it. For the past
two years, | felt like | wasn’t really able to do anything with my work.”

Both Arthur and Joyce also reflected on how they navigated the practical and emotional
difficulties created by the inaccessibility of the field by actively seeking opportunities to
engage with the areas they genuinely cared about.

For Arthur, reconciling this inaccessibility was closely tied to his earlier point about the
importance of building the right connections. He explained that access to these
connections had enabled him to expand his research in the fields to which he hoped to
contribute:

“I’ve had opportunities to work with professors from different departments. I’ve worked
with the Alice Lee Centre for Nursing, I’ve worked with the Livestock Research Lab, and
I’'ve worked with professors from our own department as well... And | think thatl cando a
lot of good with what | study... And | think that if | manage to produce something that helps
us get a better understanding, we can help Singaporeans get better medical treatment.”

Given Joyce’s interest in working-class struggle, her time at Berkeley gave her concrete
opportunities to engage in organizing. By joining the League of Filipino Students, which
advocates for workers’ rights, she encountered firsthand forms of resistance that had
previously remained abstract in the classroom. Witnessing student activism in support
of workers deepened her intellectual curiosity:

“In Berkeley, | joined an organization called the League of Filipino Students, which
advocates for working-class rights. That’s where | learned about things like revolution and
what real resistance efforts look like. In class, we talk about workers resisting, but | had
never actually seen it before. When | saw the student movement in the United States—
my friends literally walking out of class to protest workers’ rights—I started wondering
why we weren’t doing that. And | don’t just mean protesting, but actually putting into
practice the things we talk aboutin class. That’s when | started doing more reading on my
own and talking to people on the ground about what their struggles actually are.”

However, uponreturning to Singapore, she felt that such opportunities were harder to find

at NUS because of the nature of the environment, reinforcing her earlier sense of
constraint and limited access to the field site. As she explains:
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“When | came back to Singapore, | tried to find people with similar perspectives. But it’s
actually quite hard to do that in NUS. The university attracts a certain profile of people,
and it can feel like a bubble. Once | started talking to people outside of NUS, | realised
how limited our perspectives can be when we stay within that environment.”

Arthur further acknowledged the nature of the environment Joyce described, recognising
that those with more niche interests would face greater difficulty in gaining access:

“l acknowledge that for people with more niche interests, perhaps they want to study
animals, or perhaps they want to study art, they want to study archaeology, they want to
study Chinese cultural conceptualisation, or something like that. It's a lot harder for them
to getinto those fields.”

7.1.4 Uncertainty About Ability and Identity

Beyond the issue of inaccessibility to the field site, Jack’s account (in Section 7.1.2) also
raised another key concern: uncertainty about his ability to justify his claims without
fieldwork experience. A similar sense of uncertainty emerged in the accounts of Hana
and Sophie, although in their cases it was more closely tied to their anthropological
knowledge and qualitative research skills, which at times diminishing their sense of
identification as anthropology students.

For Hana, this uncertainty manifested as a feeling of being less knowledgeable than
those around her, which in turn made her feel less like an anthropology student:

“l sometimes felt like quite an imposter... when everyone else was sharing their thoughts,
| was really impressed by the people around me. Many of them were very passionate and
had already cultivated a strong interest in anthropology for a long time. | couldn’t really
relate to that at first, and that feeling stayed with me for quite a while.”

Similarly, Sophie described moments of feeling like an “imposter,” particularly because
she did notview herself as extroverted, a quality she associated with qualitative research:

“At times | do feel a bit like an imposter as well, mainly because I’'m not the most
extroverted or social person. When you think about doing anthropology or ethnography,
you imagine having to go out, talk to people, and collect a lot of qualitative data in order
to ‘prove’ that you’re an anthropologist.”

Within this broader conversation surrounding feelings of being an “imposter,” the identity
of “anthropologist” emerged as an even more distant and difficult to claim. Nathan, for
example, explained that he usually referred to himself as an “aspiring anthropologist”
rather than simply as an anthropologist. Hana and Sophie likewise agreed that they did
not identify themselves as anthropologists. Arthur provided a particularly clear
explanation of this phenomenon, noting that being an anthropologist implied a level of
further training that undergraduates had not yet attained, making it more difficult for them
to identify themselves as anthropologists:
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“l think | would say that | studied anthropology. I’'m not sure if | would feel comfortable
calling myself an anthropologist, because that seems to imply further academic training.
Our professors often remind us that real fieldwork is very long-term. We don’t really have
the luxury of spending long periods in the same place, especially given the structure of
our modules.”

7.2 The Mismatch Between Student Interests and the Anthropology Curriculum

Beyond the broader dilemmas associated with undergraduate research, the major’s
strong emphasis on cultural anthropology also emerged as a limitation of anthropology
at NUS, as it did not adequately accommodate the exploration of a broader range of
interests. This was especially challenging for the interviewees, who belonged to the first
cohort of students undertaking the anthropology major. As noted in Section 6, although
anthropology is a wide-ranging discipline that allows students to develop their own
intellectualinterests, the interviewees did not perceive a direct correspondence between
those interests and the content taught within the department’s cultural anthropology
curriculum.

This mismatch between interviewees’ interests and the curriculum was particularly
evident in Isabelle’s account. She described how her interest in archaeology might have
been better supported if the curriculum had not been so narrowly centred on cultural
anthropology:

“It’s not that | don’t like what I’m studying. A lot of what we study is relatable, but it’s not
necessarily a one-to-one match with archaeology. Our department mainly focuses on
social and cultural anthropology, whereas archaeology is more about material culture. In
anthropology more broadly, there are usually four main fields: social and cultural
anthropology, archaeology anthropology, biological anthropology, and linguistic
anthropology. But in our department, we really only focus on the social and cultural side,
so the other areas aren’t as present in the curriculum.”

Similarly, Joyce explained that her interest in medical anthropology was not fully
supported. As a result, she had to pursue the subject through her own reading rather than
through the curriculum:

“l was a little disappointed to find out that NUS doesn’t offer biological anthropology. The
focus here is mostly on cultural anthropology. So, a lot of the topics that interest me in
anthropology aren’t really covered in the courses offered here. Because of that, many of
the things | end up writing about are topics that | read about on my own, outside of class.”

A similar point emerged in conversation with Arthur, who is likewise interested in medical
anthropology. He shared that he aligned more closely with the holistic model of
anthropology commonly found in the United States, which encompasses a broader
scope, including sociolinguistic, medical, biological, and cultural anthropology (see
Section 4.1 for an overview of the subfields).
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Relatedly, interviewees also pointed to the limited availability of modules. As Daniel
noted:

“l just hope the registrar and the department are able to get more modules approved,
because it’s quite sad at the moment. NUS can feel like a pretty glacial place when it
comes to getting new modules out, especially for newer majors.”

7.3 The “Guinea Pig” Cohort

In addition to the mismatch between their broad range of interests and the curriculum’s
narrow focus on cultural anthropology, the first-cohort interviewees also had to contend
with challenges specific to being the inaugural cohort. This included miscommunication
surrounding module-related information within the administrative structure, as well as a
broader lack of structure in the modules during their first iteration (Section 7.3.1). Such
challenges were further compounded by the absence of experienced peers to rely on
(Section 7.3.2). For this reason, the interviewees described themselves as “guinea pigs,”
reflecting their experience of being part of a new major.

7.3.1 Miscommunication and Ambiguity in a Newly Established Major

The lack of administrative cohesion was particularly evident in the coordination of
examinations during the first iteration of AN2101 — Research Methods in Anthropology.
Several interviewees described inconsistencies in communication between professors
and the department regarding whether a final examination would form part of the
module’s assessment structure. Charlotte conveyed this especially clearly, emphasising
their position as subjects of institutional trial and error:

“There was a module where there was suddenly a final exam, even though the professor
didn’t originally plan for one—or didn’t even realise there was supposed to be a final...
our batch still had to go through the final. Then for the next batches, the final was
removed. So, in that sense, we were kind of the test run for a lot of these things.”

A similar issue arose in relation to administration is the module registration for SC4101 —
Practising Anthropology and Sociology. Anthropology students were required to take a
recognised sociology-coded module to meet their graduation requirements and should
therefore have been eligible to enrol. However, within the administrative system,
eligibility was instead defined as the completion of seven sociology-coded modules, a
requirement that most anthropology students would be unable to meet due to their focus
on anthropology-coded modules. This misalignment reflects the administration system’s
failure to account for the curricular structure of anthropology students while still
mandating enrolment in a sociology-coded module. As a result, students were required
to navigate a lengthy administrative process to resolve the issue. Isabelle described this
clearly:

“One of the big complaints recently was about module registration... our entire batch

couldn’t apply for SC4101 even though it’s a required module for us. The system said we
didn’t meet the requirement of having seven modules in the department, but of course
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we couldn’t meet that requirement yet because we are not doing a sociology major. So,
we ended up emailing back and forth, and eventually we had to compile a list of
everyone’s names and matric numbers and send it to Prof Eric so he could manually enrol
us.”

The internal structure of the course during its first iteration was another aspect that some
first cohort interviewees had to navigate without clear guidance, resulting in a degree of
uncertainty and ambiguity. This was particularly evident in the lack of clarity surrounding
assignment instructions for the module AN1101E — Anthropology and Human Condition.
As Isabelle noted:

“The first iterations of some modules aren’t always the most polished yet. For example,
when we first took Prof Ivan’s AN1101 module, a lot of people were telling him, ‘Prof,
could you be a bit clearer about the assignment requirements?’ Since it was the first time
the module was being run, some of the instructions weren’t always very clear. But | guess
that’s just how itis when a module is being offered for the first time.”

7.3.2 Lack of Senior Figure

Moreover, as members of the first cohort, many of their experiences were shaped by
uncertainty because there were no senior figures within the major to provide guidance or
serve as points of reference. This uncertainty was evident in both the academic and
student-exchange administrative dimensions of their undergraduate experience.

Within the academic context, particularly in relation to the honours-year thesis, some
interviewees expressed concern about the absence of senior theses to use as reference
points. Without earlier examples to consult, both the formation and content of the thesis
became more uncertain. Jack articulated this clearly:

“l was a bit more worried. For example, for the thesis we don’t really have any senior
theses to cross-reference, because this is the first batch. So, there’s a lot of uncertainty
around that, and naturally some concern. But | think it will sort itself out eventually. Not
having seniors to look to for guidance just makes the process feel a bit more uncertain.”

Within the administrative context, particularly in relation to student-exchange course
mapping, Isabelle expressed concern that, if not properly managed, such processes
could affect the fulfilment of graduation requirements. Access to guidance from senior
students would likely have reduced this concern. However, for the first cohort, the
absence of senior figures to consult for course-mapping advice created an additional
layer of uncertainty that students in more established majors would not typically
experience. As she explained:

“It hasn’t always been great because we don’t really have seniors to ask for advice. When

we were applying for exchange, or even figuring out things like graduation requirements,
a lot of us were just asking each other, ‘What are we supposed to do?’”
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This lack of reference points in navigating these systems became a key turning point,
prompting them to create support structures for subsequent generations of anthropology
students, as will be discussed in Section 10.

8. Making Sense of a Four-Year Journey Marked by Growth and Challenges

Throughout their four-year journey in anthropology, the interviewed students from the
first cohort demonstrated significant growth, both intellectually in their engagement with
the discipline and personally in the ways they used anthropology to challenge
themselves and make sense of everyday life. This shift becomes clear when comparing
their perspectives at the beginning and end of their anthropological journey at NUS, as
discussed in Sections 5 and 6, and can be understood in two main ways.

First, many of them initially understood anthropology in practical terms, particularly as a
means of working toward future goals. Over time, however, these orientations developed
into a deeper appreciation of anthropology as something they genuinely valued. This
development is evident in Isabelle’s case. Her initial goal appears to have been clearly
defined: anthropology was understood primarily as a pathway to archaeology (Section
5.1).

As she progressed through the major, however, she came to appreciate anthropology in
its own right. She was no longer merely “getting by,” as suggested by her repeated
emphasis on the major’s practicality as a route into archaeology. Instead, she expressed
a deeper appreciation for anthropology, particularly for its approach to archaeology,
because “a lot of it is like carving out individual stories or societal stories from the
ground.” She found this approach especially meaningful and later incorporated it into her
anthropology thesis on archaeology and heritage (Section 6.1.1).

For her, this understanding also distinguished anthropology from history, which, although
similarly relevant to archaeology, tended to adopt a more top-down approach that she
found less appealing. Her preference for anthropology therefore suggests that, despite
both disciplines offering pathways towards archaeology, anthropology had become more
than merely a practical means to achieve her goals; it had developed into a genuine
intellectual interest in its own right.

Second, their understanding of what they wanted from the discipline was initially
relatively abstract. Over time, however, this orientation became more intellectually
grounded and more practically integrated into their lives. For example, in Section 5.2,
Daniel expresses a general preference for qualitative research, but this remains at the
level of simply stating that he is “interested” and suggests that he did not yet have a clear
direction for beginning that journey.

By the end of the four years, however, this abstract interest had become more concrete.
He developed an understanding of how qualitative research could be applied
anthropologically and identified a specific area of interest that he could investigate
through anthropologicalinquiry. In his case, this meant applying ethnographic qualitative
methods to hisinterestin subculture (Section 6.1.1). Beyond identifying afield of interest,
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he also extended his use of anthropology as a means of challenging his own boundaries
and stepping beyond his comfort zone, thereby becoming more self-aware of how he
wanted to conduct himself (Section 6.3).

One particularly notable shift, given the consensus around it, was that many interviewees
said they had initially entered the major expecting that they would “just kind of get the
degree over with,” as Jack remarked. As they progressed through the programme,
however, anthropology became increasingly integrated into their lives. They began to use
its readings, encounters, and analytical frameworks to question their experiences, reflect
on them, and make better sense of their lives and of themselves as individuals (see Ava’s
and Jack’s account in Section 6.3). This process also fostered a greater capacity for
tolerance and understanding, as they became more able to reflexively position
themselves in relation to the perspectives of others (see Arthur’s account in Section 6.3).
In this sense, they developed a genuine passion for anthropology’s way of learning about
people, beyond the monetary or instrumental value that the degree might offer (as
Isabelle and Charlotte noted at the beginning of Section 6).

However, like any process of growth, this development was accompanied by a range of
challenges encountered in the course of learning anthropology, which also shaped who
the interviewees became. First, the constant need to part with informants became a
meaningful lesson about life, highlighting the importance of cherishing each moment, a
point reflected upon by Sophie (Section 7.1.1). Similarly, Hana described fieldwork as a
valuable and memorable journey in itself (Section 7.1.1).

Second, challenges also emerged in the classroom. While some struggled to apply
theory in the absent of fieldwork, as noted by Jack (Section 7.1.2), others recognised this
difficulty and were eventually able to find an entry point through which they could engage
meaningfully with the field and develop a deeperinterestinit, as illustrated by Arthur and
Joyce (Section 7.1.3). At the same time, it should be recognised that not everyone was
able to find such an entry point, given the nature of their interests and the social context
inwhich relevant opportunities appeared limited, inaccessible, or distant. Consequently,
some interviewees may have had to reconcile themselves to being unable to engage
more fully with the field they were most interested in, while for others, this constraint
became a source of motivation to pursue available opportunities more actively, as
demonstrated by Joyce’s experience (Section 7.1.3).

Third, the interviewees’ perceived level of own experience in the discipline also shaped
how they grappled with their identities, both as undergraduate anthropology students
and in relation to the more professional identity of the anthropologist (Section 7.1.4).

Collectively, these experiences became integral to their learning and research as
anthropology students and, ultimately, to their personal and intellectual development.

Another significant challenge that shaped theirjourney was the administrative difficulties
associated with being the first cohort of anthropology students. As the first group to
progress through the programme, they were required to navigate and test many aspects
of the major that students in more established programmes, or even those in later
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cohorts, did not have to face (Section 7.3). Yet, these struggles can be understood not
only as evidence of their perseverance in reaching the fourth year of their studies, but
also as a basis for bonding and for recognising the need to support and improve the
major. These will be discussed further in the following two sections, Section 9 and 10.

9. The Friendship

This section presents the findings from the first observation at the 60th Sociology and
Anthropology Department Anniversary Gala Dinner. It begins by outlining the context that
motivated the inquiry into why friendships among more than half of the first cohort
present at the dinner appeared so closely knit, together with the initial claim (Section
9.1). It then moves to the findings (Section 9.2), followed by an interpretation of the
findings in relation to the claim made (Section 9.3).

9.1 Observation

During the dinner and afterparty, which continued until midnight, about 11 members of
the first cohort of anthropology students spent the entire evening together, revealing
something that extended beyond the academic realm: friendship. Despite the relatively
large number of people present, the group appeared to have built strong relationships
characterised by a considerable degree of mutual familiarity with one another’s habits,
current activities, and significant personal life events. The following field notes, taken
after the dinner, illustrate this observation.

Level of familiarity:

First, they appeared to have a strong understanding of one another’s lives and the events
currently taking place in them, and were able to enter conversations comfortably without
requiring prior context to be explained. For example, everyone seemed to know about
Joyce’s part-time job and the work-related call she was expecting toreceive during dinner.

Second, when Hana spoke to me about her future career aspirations, interests, and job
interviews with a museum, she explained that these career interests stemmed from her
interest in archaeology, which was also one of the main reasons she was drawn to
anthropology. This information appeared to be already familiarto her anthropology peers.
During the conversation, Hana also pointed out that Isabelle shared similar interests,
which Isabelle later confirmed when we shared a Grab ride home. Isabelle explained that
her interests were indeed similar to Hana’s and that this had likewise influenced her
decision to study anthropology. Importantly, | had not explicitly told Isabelle that Hana
had spoken to me about her interests or that Hana had chosen anthropology as a major
because of archaeology, which might otherwise have influenced her response. This
indicates a substantial level of mutual understanding among them.

Third, at the beginning of dinner, Arthur initiated the idea that the group get drinks after

the gala dinner. This seemed to reflect a low fear of rejection, likely because of the close-
knit nature of their ties. If such an invitation had been extended to relative strangers, the

31



person making it might have spoken more hesitantly or even felt reluctant to ask.
Everyone at the table agreed comfortably and without hesitation.

Familiarity with habits:

There was also a clear familiarity with one another’s habits. Hana, for example, was
jokingly teased by Joyce in relation to her Instagram story documenting her workout at the
gym, particularly because she was often absent at the beginning of the post, prompting
Joyce to remark, “l was like, where is Hana?” This recurring pattern, noticed by Joyce and
becoming a subject of teasing due to its frequency, reflects a level of familiarity with one
another’s habits.

Another interesting example of teasing arising from familiarity with one another’s habits
emerged during a discussion about whether Jack would arrive at the gala dinner by
bicycle, dressed in a sweaty Dri-FIT outfit. A student from the first cohort of anthropology
undergraduate who was not interviewed mentioned that he and Isabelle had been
speculating about whether Jack would show up cycling and perspiring. Jack did, in fact,
arrive exactly as predicted. In later conversations with Hana, | learned that Jack regularly
attends anthropology classes in this manner, making it a distinctive personal trait that
was clearly recognised by others in the group. The accuracy of this prediction suggests a
high level of familiarity with Jack’s habits and routines.

Many of them also appeared to attribute their closeness to the cohort’s small size. As
Hana noted, it was difficult not to become close in such a small group. Jack similarly
remarked, “Of course we are close—there are only about 20 of us,” after asking whether
| experienced a similar sense of closeness within the sociology cohort. | replied,
“Friendly, yes. But close, no—not as close as you all.”

What was particularly striking was not simply their friendliness, but the degree of
comfort, familiarity, and mutual understanding among them, which suggested a form of
social intimacy comparable to the close ties typically associated with a clique. More
notably, this level of closeness appeared to extend across a relatively large number of
individuals. Yet, as the density index in social network analysis suggests, the degree of
connectedness within a group tends to decrease as its size increases (Forsyth, 2019, p.
187). In other words, interpersonal closeness would generally be expected to diminish as
group size grows. This, however, was not reflected in my observations of the first cohort
of anthropology undergraduates.

One possible explanation for this clique-like interpersonal closeness lies in Jack’s
comment: “there are only about 20 of us.” The use of the term “us” appeared to signal a
strong sense of in-group identity, suggesting that this cohesion may have been tied to
their shared position as the first cohort of anthropology undergraduates. This
interpretation is reinforced by the fact that “us” referred specifically to the 20 members
of their cohort rather than to the broader population of students pursuing an
undergraduate major in anthropology. This sense of distinctiveness was also reflected in
the Telegram group name, NUS Anthro’22, where the inclusion of “22” subtly marked the
cohort’s identity as a distinct and salient social group.

32



In addition, as discussed in Section 7.3.1 and further examined in Section 10, the
challenges they faced as the first cohort of undergraduates in a newly established major
may have strengthened their shared identity, since they experienced hardships unique to
their cohort. This unique, shared pioneering experience may therefore have fostered a
particularly strong sense of solidarity.

Onthis basis, it may be argued that first-cohort anthropology undergraduate identity may
have worked in their favour by fostering, perhaps subconsciously, a sense of camaraderie
and shared experience that, in turn, gave the group a distinct sense of uniqueness and
drew them closer together. To explore this further and assess the validity of this
interpretation, interviewees were asked whether and how being part of the first cohort of
students pursuing anthropology might have shaped their friendships. Although not all 11
people present at the gala dinner and afterparty were among my interviewees, eight of
them were: Isabelle, Grace, Charlotte, Daniel, Hana, Joyce, Jack, and Arthur.

9.2 Results

Across the interviews, there was a strong consensus that the clique-Llike interpersonal
closeness observed among the first cohort of anthropology undergraduates was not
produced by their first-cohort identity alone. As Isabelle stated, “l don’t think the title of
the programme necessarily brings us together, but | do think our batch is quite close.”

9.2.1 Repeated Encounters as a Basis for Cohort Closeness

Rather, this interpersonal closeness seemed to stem primarily from repeated encounters
among members of the first cohort of anthropology undergraduates. These encounters
were shaped by three main factors: (1) the cohort’s small size, (2) the limited number of
available modules, and (3) the cohort’s seniority.

Firstly, the small size of the first cohort meant that its members repeatedly encountered
one another across modules, which in turn fostered closeness. As Charlotte noted:

“Because it’s still new and the cohort is very small, it’s almost impossible to take an
anthropology course and never see the same people again—unless someone drops out
of the major. As long as you’re majoring in anthropology, you’ll keep running into the same
people in different classes. Because of that, you naturally get to know names and faces
much more easily... Because of the small size, anthropology also feels more close-knit.”

Secondly, this small size was coupled with the limited number of available modules,
which further concentrated students in the same classrooms and contributed to the
strengthening of interpersonal closeness within the cohort. As Isabelle explained:

“Because we didn’t have many module options, a lot of us ended up taking the same
classes together. Each semester there were maybe only two or three modules available,
so you’d see the same people in almost every class. | think that naturally made our batch
quite close.”
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She contrasted this with the subsequent cohorts, which had more module options and
were therefore more dispersed:

“Compared to the batches below us, they might be a bit more spread out because they
now have more module options to choose from. So, they don’t necessarily end up seeing
the same group of people in every class.”

Thirdly, the cohort’s seniority also shaped these repeated encounters, as members of the
first cohort generally took modules at their own level. This, as Isabelle’s remarks suggest,
limited their opportunities to form relationships with juniors: “I don't know if | know a
single junior, [because] if you take 2Ks and 3Ks, you can't really see them.”

These repeated encounters also generated shared memories among the first cohort,
which in turn contributed to their sense of closeness or connection. As Hana reflected:

“Our batch, even if we weren’t necessarily very close, we still share the memory of taking
the class together. Because of that, we can still talk about it... Overall, our batch was
about twenty people, and we were quite close. At the very least, everyone was a familiar
and friendly face, and we would always say hi to each other.”

9.2.2 Shared Disposition as a Basis for Cohort Closeness

Nonetheless, personality may have shaped the formation of these close relationships.
Hana suggested that choosing to join the first cohort of a new major may itself reflect a
particular disposition, specifically the courage to take risks and embrace uncertainty:

“l was thinking that to choose to be part of the first batch of a new major, you probably
need a certain type of personality or a bit of courage. It’s likely that people who decided
to join the first anthropology batch shared similar mindsets or a willingness to take that
step.”

This assumption—that members of the first cohort possessed the courage to embrace
such uncertainty—was evident in Section 5.3, both in Arthur’s reflections on the
education system more broadly and in Charlotte’s and Grace’s comments on the
anthropology major specifically.

9.2.3 The Emergence of Smaller Friendship Groups Within the First Cohort

Although the first cohort as a whole was generally close, members within it nonetheless
formed smaller and more intimate friendship groups. This is evident in Daniel’s account:

“Of course there are still cliques, but a lot of that just forms naturally because of classes.
If you see the same people every week for twelve weeks straight, you’re probably going to
become friends eventually, especially when the class is small—like six people or so. After
a while you start hanging out after class, grabbing food together, and those friendships
just form quite naturally. So, it’s not really anyone’s fault; it’s just how things happen when
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you spend that much time with the same group of people... So, | think that helped us kind
of grow and stay connected.”

One common catalyst for this organic formation of smaller, more intimate friendship
cliques was shared academic stress. One example is the friendship group consisting of
Grace, Charlotte, Jack, Arthur, and Sophie, which emerged through their shared
experience of coping with the intense theoretical and assessment demands of AN3101 -
Anthropology and Theory, a level of difficulty they had not previously encountered. More
specifically, this module placed heavy emphasis on anthropological theory and dense
readings, which many students found challenging, particularly alongside the
requirement to write analytical essays rather than the ethnographic writing they were
more familiar with. Consequently, this group formed among these students as a means
of coping with the demands of the class. As Grace recalled:

“It began in AN3101, Theories of Anthropology. Everyone was quite traumatized by the
class because it was the first time we were engaging with so much theory in such a short
time. For example, if we were discussing functionalism, we would read Malinowski plus
another contemporary author. Both readings were very long, and we had to read them
before class. Then we would come to class not to discuss the theory—that was covered
in the lecture—but to criticize it. So, we were expected to digest the theory on our own
while doing the readings before class, and then come prepared to critique and
deconstructthe theory during the class itself. It was quite traumatic, so we jokingly called
it a kind of rite of passage. After that, we had our first essay, and we didn’t really know
what counted as a good theoretical essay or analysis. We were more used to writing
discursive, ethnographic-style essays, but this one required a much more analytical
approach. Some of us were curious about the grades, so we created a small group chat
with people who were willing to share their essays and the professor’s comments. We
sent them to each other so we could learn from one another.”

However, this group extended beyond the class itself and developed into a friendship
group. As Grace explained, “The group chat was very small—just a few of us. But after
AN3101 ended, the group chat didn’t die. It just stayed active.”

Charlotte similarly noted:

“Even when only some of us are taking the same class, the others will still see the
discussion in the chat. For example, if three of them are taking a course together, they
might be talking about it in the group chat—like discussing something from urban
anthropology—and the rest of us just see the conversation happening.”

She further added:

“People get busy with courses, but someone will occasionally send a message to rant
about something or share something interesting about anthropology they found online.
Some people are more active than others, but that’s normal. We still try to meet up at
least once a semester—sometimes during the holidays—just to catch up. It’s basically
just a friend group.”
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It is important to note that this smaller friendship group also played a central role in
organising bonding events for anthropology majors, a point that will be discussed further
in Section 10.

9.2.4 Support Rooted in Closeness Within the First Cohort

Overall, the interviewees were grateful for the closeness of this first cohort, particularly
because of the support it offered.

Daniel explicitly identified one form of this support as emotional:

“That’s probably been one of the most enjoyable parts—the sense of community. Being
in the first batch can sometimes feel a bit less isolating, because everyone is figuring
things out at the same time. So, I’m really grateful to the department and to my friends for
creating that sense of support and community along the way.”

Arthur emphasised the interpersonal and organisational support that emerged from this
interpersonal closeness, with the latter relating to the planning of anthropology events,
which will be discussed further in Section 10. As he explained:

“You know people in the same course as you—and it’s already such a small course—
means you know you can fall back on them and ask things... That kind of interaction
creates an organic sense of trust and support. | wouldn’t say it’s very explicit. We don’t go
around saying, ‘If you need to talk to us, you can come to us.’ But | know that if | ever need
to talk about something happening in my life, or something related to anthropology, | can
fall back on these people because they’ve been with me since the start.”

9.3 Interpretation

Based onthe observationsin Section 9.1, itwas argued that first-cohort identity may have
fostered close relationships by giving members of the first undergraduate anthropology
cohort a sense of distinctiveness that drew them closer together. However, the findings
in Section 9.2 suggest that this identity operated not through a conscious attachment to
the distinctive label of being the “first-cohort” itself, but through the experience
associated with occupying that position. As the inaugural cohort, members were
unprecedentedly exposed to repeated encounters and shared experiences (Section
9.2.1), as well as a sense of similar personality dispositions (Section 9.2.2) that brought
them closer.

The repeated encounters stemmed from several structural conditions: the small cohort
size, the limited number of modules available for enrolment, and the students’ similar
level of seniority. This similarity in seniority contributed to the phenomenon due to the
curriculum structure. As higher-level modules required the completion of a certain
number of lower-level modules, students within the same cohort tended to progress
through the curriculum in parallel. Consequently, the limited range of available modules
and the shared progression pathway concentrated the small first cohort in the same
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classes for extended periods. Once they had fulfilled the relevant prerequisites, they also
tended to advance together into higher-level modules, resulting in repeated encounters
across multiple classes.

Repeated encounters, when coupled with shared struggles unique to the inaugural
cohort, may also have contributed to the first cohort’s sense of closeness. Bastian et al.
(2014) argue that sharing painful experiences with others promotes interpersonal
relationships by increasing the perceived bond among participants, thereby contributing
to group formation. In this case, the repeated encounters described in Section 9.2.1,
together with the struggles outlined in Section 7.3, may have created shared memories
of overcoming hardship, thus strengthening the first cohort’s sense of closeness. This
interpretation is reinforced by the similar case of the academically based small
friendship group discussed in Section 9.2.3, whose members developed closeness
through their shared academic struggles in AN3101. Taken together, these repeated
encounters and shared challenges may have played animportant role in fostering the first
cohort’s sense of closeness.

At the same time, the first cohort’s ability to form closer ties may also be linked to a
shared personality disposition—namely, courage—as identified in Section 9.2.2. This
may be understood through the concept of homophily, which suggests that people are
more likely to form connections with others who are similar to themselves (Forsyth, 2019,
p. 117). As Hana noted, choosing to join the first cohort of a new major despite
anticipating possible challenges may already indicate a degree of similarity in
disposition. Their willingness to embrace the uncertainty of a new programme may
therefore have fostered a perception of shared character, making it easier for them to
connect with one another.

In conclusion, the closeness of the first cohort was shaped less by identification with the
label of being the first cohort than by the repeated encounters, shared experiences, and
compatible personality dispositions that arose from their unique position as pioneers of
the major. These findings document a particularly organic form of relationship formation
during the early stages of anthropology major, especially the emotions and experiences
that fostered such bonds. Documenting these dynamics is particularly important, as they
may be difficult to observe among subsequent generations of anthropology
undergraduates. The conditions that facilitated these friendships are likely to diminish or
disappear as the major becomes more established, student enrolment stabilises, and
modules are systematically rolled out.

10. Efforts to Support the Major

This section presents the findings from the second observation at the potluck. It begins
by outlining the context that motivated the inquiry into why the potluck was organised
solely by the first cohort of anthropology undergraduates, together with a research
question (Section 10.1). It then moves on to the findings (Section 10.2), followed by an
interpretation of them in relation to the research question (Section 10.3).
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10.1 Observation

During the potluck event, Professor Eric mentioned that the event had always been
organised by the first cohort of students for the wider anthropology student body. He
further noted that, beyond the potluck, this cohort had also organised a range of other
events for the broader group of anthropology students.

As the potluck event unfolded, conversations with other professors in the event space
turned to this paper’s research topic and the observations made thus far (as of the point
when potluck occurred, as discussed in Section 9.1). From Professor Ilvan’s remarks, it
became clear that he regarded the “first-cohort identity” as being strongly expressed
among this first cohort of anthropology undergraduates.

Taken together, the remarks of both professors created the impression that, as the first
cohort of anthropology undergraduates, these students may have felt a particular
responsibility to create rituals or occasions that would bring people together. This
impression gave rise to a research question extending the earlier discussion of first-
cohort identity in Section 9: namely, whether members of the first anthropology
undergraduate cohort assumed organising roles because of the strong sense of
responsibility embedded in their closely connected identity as the inaugural cohort.

To explore this further, the first interviewee, Isabelle, was asked about her reasons for
taking on an organising role after she mentioned hosting an event with other anthropology
peers from the first cohort to share her student exchange experience. Her account
identified a small group of primary organisers responsible for planning, while other
members of the first cohort occasionally join in to help when available. One of the key
organisers she mentioned was Grace, who was subsequently asked the same question
to better understand her perspective. Grace’s account further identified the core
organising group as Charlotte, Sophie, Arthur, Jack, and Grace herself. These were also
among the individuals discussed in Section 9.2.3 as having formed bonds through their
shared experiences in the module AN3101.

10.2 Results

Across the interviews, it became clear that efforts to organise events for the wider
anthropology student body were not driven by a sense of responsibility embedded in first-
cohort identity. Instead, they were motivated by a desire to build a support system for
junior students, shaped by the pioneer cohort’s own experiences. These experiences
informed their recognition of the importance of support systems in navigating challenges
(discussed in Sections 7.3.2 and 9.2.3) and in accessing networks that create
opportunities, such as research opportunities facilitated through connections, as Arthur
discussed in Section 7.1.3.

10.2.1 Building a Supportive Community for Future Anthropology Students

According to Isabelle, her experience of uncertainty—stemming from the absence of
senior guidance on the Student Exchange Programme (SEP) course mapping, as
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discussed in Section 7.3.2—led her to view event organisation as a means of providing
junior students with a clearer sense of direction. As she explained:

“It could be something for the juniors, since we were struggling ourselves trying to figure
out how to do SEP and that kind of thing. So, it would be nice—kind of like helping or
guiding the juniors.”

Throughout the interview, Grace placed strong emphasis on the importance of fostering
connections. She explained that these events were intended to create opportunities for
the anthropology students to interact with one another:

“[We] organize informal anthropology events throughout the semester... things like a film
screening, a small ethnography workshop, or other activities... these are similar to what
the student society does, but we wanted to create events that were more specifically
focused on the anthropology cohort... we wanted to create more opportunities for
anthropology students—especially across different years—to interact with each other.”

Note that the society mentioned by Grace is a student-run club formed by the sociology
students, with some anthropology students, that organises events for the students from
Department of Sociology and Anthropology.

Sophie expressed a similar view, describing the aim as being to “create a space and
opportunity for people to talk to one another and break the ice, because sometimes it’s
difficult to do that during classes, or people might feel a bit intimidated to reach out to
others.”

With interactions established among peers within the anthropology cohort, it becomes
easier for students to develop networks of connections that can expand their
opportunities and broaden their engagement with areas of interest, as Grace explains:

“We try to encourage people to share any ideas they have and to contact any of us if they
need help. For example, if you need support with networking—such as how to approach
professors or even getting introductions or contacts for professors—we can help with
that.”

Furthermore, Arthur clearly explained the importance of such connections, framing
these efforts more broadly as an attempt to build a supportive community, particularly
for future generations of anthropology students. As he explained, the goal was to
consider “how we could build a better community for future generations of students...
Sometimes it gets a bit lonely when there's no one to talk to about what you're supposed
to learn, the topics that you're studying, the dilemmas that you encounter as a student of
this particular social field... Looking further down the line, the hope was that this could
help support newer generations of students and future anthropologists in NUS. That was
really my motivation.”
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10.2.2 The Challenge of Sustaining Support Efforts in the Face of Limited Junior
Engagement

This motivation to build a support system was not always easy to sustain, as the lack of
support from the next generation of anthropology students could leave organisers from
the first cohort feeling disheartened. As Isabelle observed, “we have [different events]
every semester and usually there's quite a strong turnout, but it's really from our batch.
Very few juniors come.”

Likewise, Arthur, who regularly posted weekly anthropology updates in Telegram group
chats, explained that such efforts could become discouraging when they were not met
with a visible response:

“When you don't see the response, it gets a bit disheartening sometimes now, like, ‘why
are you even doing this for people who maybe don't even appreciate it’. But even if people
don't outwardly appreciate it, | do see the effects of the activities that we have had on the
community now, so to me that is like, ‘you know what, we'll take that.””

10.2.3 The Fragility of Established Event Rituals Beyond the First Cohort

These efforts to periodically organise anthropological events are also shadowed by the
possibility that they may not continue after the first cohort of anthropology
undergraduates graduates. As Isabelle noted, there was already concern that the next
cohort was not engaging extensively with the department: “Prof Ho was like, ‘oh, yeah,
you need to ask your juniors to engage with the department more.”” She further suggested
that this lack of engagement might lead to the disappearance of such initiatives: “after
we leave, nobody's going to organise all these tea sessions anymore.” Similar concerns
were raised by Grace and Arthur, both of whom were part of the main organising team.

10.2.4 Collaborative Efforts Between Professors and the First Cohort

In addition to ensuring that support was available within anthropology through these
events, they also maintained active communication with professors who were deeply
committed to ensuring that the major functioned well for anthropology students, thereby
fostering a better environment for subsequent cohorts.

As Grace shared, many professors sought feedback from the first cohort in order to
further develop the major:

“I'm not sure if it was officially called a roundtable, but we had about six or seven
professors and around six or seven students who showed up. We basically talked about
what we think are the major problems in the program, as well as our aspirations moving
forward—what changes or improvements might be needed. So, it was more like a group
reflection or discussion session.”
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Charlotte likewise expressed a broader consensus that the professors, with Professor
Ivan playing a particularly important role, were doing their best to further develop the
major:

“l think Prof Ivan—and some of the other professors in the department—were part of the
group that really pushed to make the anthropology major happen in the first place. It was
a collective effort among several faculty members.”

10.2.5 Cultivating a Distinct Anthropology Identity

Amid these efforts to advance the major, one important task is to cultivate a distinct
anthropology identity so thatitis not overshadowed by the much larger sociology cohort.
Arthur highlighted the importance of sustaining this identity through tangible symbols
such as T-shirts and mascots:

“| really wanted us to have an NUS Anthropology shirt, so that anthropology students
could identify with something of their own and wear it proudly. At that time, we only had
NUS Sociology shirts... So, if you were a sociology student, you could wear that shirt and
say, ‘Look at me, I’'m a sociology student.’ But anthropology students didn’t really have
anything. If we wore the shared shirt, our identity always felt tethered to sociology. |
always wanted to advocate for an anthropology T-shirt... we eventually did come up with
a sort of mascot—a group identity for ourselves... it’s Clifford Geertz and his idea of the
‘webs of significance.”

Similarly, Grace shared concerns about being absorbed into sociology, the department’s
larger counterpart, whose greater numbers could dilute the anthropology cohort and
weaken its ability to build its own network within a small discipline:

“There is a fear that if we do [events] together with sociology, because there are so many
more sociology students, it will end up becoming more of a sociology-centred gathering,
which kind of defeats the original purpose of the event.”

This, however, should not be interpreted as antagonism toward sociology, but rather as
an attempt to preserve the anthropology cohort’s ability to develop its own “support
ecosystem.”

10.3 Interpretation

Based on the observations in Section 10.1, the research question was formulated to
explore whether members of the first anthropology undergraduate cohort took on
organising roles because of the strong sense of responsibility embedded in their closely
connected identity as the inaugural cohort. The findings in Section 10.2 suggest that this
was driven less by a sense of responsibility attached to that identity than by the first
cohort’s experience of navigating challenges without adequate support. These
experiences appear to have motivated them to help subsequent cohorts of anthropology
undergraduates access the support they themselves lacked. In other words, this
motivation arose not from their first-cohort identity or any sense of responsibility
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associated with it, but rather from their lived experience as members of a pioneering
cohort who had struggled to find support in a newly established major and, as a result,
came to recognise the importance of adequate institutional support.

In this sense, the first cohort’s desire to organise events exclusively for anthropology
students may be understood as an effort to protect and support those who came after
them, so that they would not have to endure similar challenges.

More specifically, as shown throughout the paper, the first cohort encountered multiple
forms of uncertainty, challenge, and struggle. Section 7.3.2, for example, highlights the
importance of senior guidance, which the first cohort lacked. In addition, as Section 9.2.3
demonstrates, students faced difficulties in writing-related classes. Yet, as a newly
established major that had not yet developed strong internal support structures, as
discussed in Section 7.3.1, anthropology may have lacked the kinds of support typically
available in more established disciplines. Taken together, these experiences led the first
cohort to recognise the importance of support for the survival of subsequent cohorts
within the major.

Such support, however, does not emerge easily. As a relatively newer major situated
within a department where sociology is a larger and more established counterpart with
significantly larger cohort sizes, anthropology students could easily feel overwhelmed in
larger classes. In this context, finding more specific forms of support—such as guidance
in ethnography writing, which is rooted in distinctly anthropological forms of
knowledge—became especially difficult. This was precisely what Grace and the other
interviewees recognised.

Having identified both their own challenges and the structural conditions of the
department, in which help could be difficult to obtain, they sought to plan and organise
events specifically for anthropology students in order to foster connections that could
eventually develop into a support system.

These findings therefore suggest that although neither a sense of responsibility tied to
being the first cohort nor first-cohort identity itself was the primary motivation behind
these efforts, their position as the inaugural cohort and the challenges that came with it
nevertheless indirectly shaped their desire to organise such anthropology events.
Documenting this inclination offers a meaningful way to recognise the first cohort’s
contributions to the development of the major, as well as their intention to foster a
supportive academic environment for subsequent cohorts. More importantly, it captures
the formative origins of these events within anthropology and the meanings they carry.
These events also symbolise the first cohort of anthropology undergraduates, with their
significance rooted in the struggles they experienced throughout their pursuit of
academic knowledge within a newly established major. Beyond the challenges they
faced prior to establishing these events, it also documents the difficulties encountered
during the ongoing process of creating and sustaining these ritualised events.
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11. Recognising the Valuable Commitments Behind the Major’s Development

Beyond answering the research question, itis vitalto recognise several key commitments
that have contributed to the major in the hope that they will support its continued
success.

Firstly, the resilience of the first cohort of anthropology undergraduates is evident in their
commitment to supporting their juniors. Despite experiencing discouragement (Section
10.2.2) and recognising the possibility that such events might cease after their graduation
(Section 10.2.3), they nevertheless persevered in contributing as much as possible to the
department and its future students. Such actions extend beyond what is typically
expected of students within an academic institution. Therefore, regardless of the future
trajectory of these rituals, their efforts should neither be overlooked nor undervalued.

Secondly, these findings also highlight the shared commitment of both the first cohort
and the anthropology professors to making the discipline viable. This commitment is
evident in the efforts invested in ensuring its success through curriculum development,
student support, and the broader consolidation of the constructive feedback on the
major, as discussed in Section 10.2.4.

Lastly, itis important to recognise that the first cohort’s efforts to build an anthropology
identity (Section 10.2.5) mirror the historical struggles discussed earlier in this paper
(Section 2). Their concern about being overshadowed by the larger sociology cohort
echoes, in a different form, anthropology’s earlier marginalisation within sociology. This
suggests that identity-building is not merely secondary, but central to the success and
sustainability of the major. The department’s renaming, which formally recognised
anthropology as a distinct discipline, illustrates this point and laid the foundation for the
development of the major traced throughout this paper. In this sense, the identity-
building efforts taking place today may likewise play a crucial role in ensuring the
continued success of the anthropology major.
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