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George Carlin, Anthropologist, 1937 - 2008

So, confused at all? A little bit shocked? Possibly even offended? Good. George Carlin
would be pleased. But you may ask: “Wasn’t George Carlin a comedian?” Yes, he was, and quite
possibly the greatest of all time. He worked from the late 1950s all the way through to 2008, blaz-
ing a path for those to follow, with his last live HBO Special airing just three weeks before his
death. Controversial, talented author, in-your-face, hilarious, cynical, offensive: definitely. But
anthropologist? Seriously?

Well, let’s get old school on the matter. Anthropology roughly translates as “the study of
man.” Ok, easy enough. Let’s use that as a jumping off point. Shouldn’t that mean, in theory, that
anyone who happens to be studying people, their cultures, and mannerisms is practicing the art of
anthropology? If so, then Carlin should be up there along with Mauss, Malinowski, and our very
own Lewis Henry Morgan among the demigods of our discipline. Carlin’s vast body of work, par-
ticularly his later routines, focus exclusively on such cultural matters, often using cultural taboos
as a metaphorical knife with which to repeatedly stab society.

A favorite topic of his happened to be that of religion, a bread-and-butter issue among
us anthropologists. A very vocal ex-Catholic and practicing Athiest (or “Sun Worshipper” as he
preferred), Carlin was always able to poke gargantuan holes in to what he saw as mindless dog-
mas and superstitions of organized religion (I highly recommend the logical genius of “There is
No God” from Complaints and Grievances.) That being said, while being critical, he was also
completely willing and able to understand the intricate roles that religion has played in history and
throughout peoples’ lives. In other words, he could hold his own opinions while also examining
and giving credence to those which he did not identify/agree with. The man spoke in contradic-
tions. \Very anthro.

But what about all that swearing and gross sexual stuff which always seemed to come up
in every routine? Shock value. It is instantly attractive to some, and repulsive to others; essentially,
it weeded out those who couldn’t handle what was to come. Ever notice that Carlin always started
his routines with some pretty nasty stuff, but always ended in long, even poetic, monologues?
Anthropology has been doing this FOREVER. What do you think Malinowski was doing when
he titled his 1929 enthnography The Sexual Life of Savages in Western Micronesia? Eye-catching
isn’t it? Was Margaret Mead not breaking all kinds of taboos when she wrote about the sex lives of
young girls in Samoa in 1928? As a woman no less! Ever seen the enthnographic film Les Maitres
Fous? Let’s just say its not a first-date movie, unless animal sacrifice and slobbering happen to be
your thing; but hey, I’'m not here to judge. Anthropology has always been shocking; we are always
the ones breaking the taboo barriers, not just to attract an audience, but because they often need to
be addressed in order to get at the heart of a culture. Taboos, when properly examined, can reveal
a fortune of knowledge about any given society. At this task, Carlin was a master.

In summary, George Carlin devoted his life to the study of human beings and the cultures
they produced. Instead of writing ethnographies, he staged them. He didn’t just make jokes, but
wove intricate maxims inspired by the reality which surrounded him. Oh yeah, and he was pretty
funny too, which never hurts (somebody should have told Durkheim that little tidbit). Carlin took
a crazy, incredibly confusing world and always managed to make just a little bit of sense out of it.
If that isn’t the job of an Anthropologist, then I don’t know what is. So in honor of the late, great
George Carlin, I present to you Seven Words You Will Never Hear in Anthropology (But Shoulad):
“No Degree Needed For Career In Anthropology”

- Jesse Bia




