
C U L TU R E S  O B S E R V A T I O N S  D A T A B A S E 

Helping to track down the Weirdos 
(and their sub-cultures like the French and the English) 

EXAMPLE 1:  If travellers from five cultures all agree about a behavioral phenomenon in another 
culture it can be supposed that the phenomenon in question exists. That is already a basic and 
overdue step forward in research on modern cultures. But what if travellers from one of the five 
cultures do not notice the phenomenon, or only notice it much later than the others? The obvious 
place to look for a clue would be in their own cultural back yard. This database makes that possible. 

How do we know what European 
cultures looked like several 
hundred years ago? Or even what 
they look like today? It’s not easy, 
because aborigenes never sent 
anthropologists to check up on us. 
Europeans hardly get a mention in 
HRAF or D-PLACE. 

We can only look up our history books and read our (very 
recent) surveys and self-report data.  
 
And yet the evidence is there... For centuries travellers 
have been documenting what they see in other cultures. 
Cultures Observations Database is a pilot project 
demonstrating one way to tap into and analyze this body of 
information, currently almost unused as data. 

How does it work? 

EXAMPLE 2:  Groups most seen in England and France.  
Glaring differences already emerge from our tiny sample 
containing just 1070 « observations » from 116 
« observers » or in other words travellers.  The observers 
come mainly from three nations - England (37 travellers), 
France (32), and USA (26). This is far too small a sample to 
give reliable results, but the two tables at right give an 
idea of possible applications of the data. 
 
Group names in upper-case can be disregarded. They are catch-all categories. 

2. The Traits 

The « Observation » is the base reference unit  and is the only static part of the database. 
This is one or more paragraphs of text extracted from the traveller’s account. For an observation 
to be valid we need to know the date it was made, the culture of the observer, and if possible 
biographical details.  Comments by non-travellers and examples of hearsay are excluded.  

1. The Observation 3. The Groups 

With our small sample we already have over 1000 traits. How 
can they be manageable? The answer is to create groups or 
families of traits. If a trait does not fit into an existing group, 
then a new group can be created. We currently have 39 groups. 

The first task for the user is to extract the information from the prose. In this example the user 
has extracted three attributes (which we commonly refer to as traits): 
 Limited by social class, Not obsessed by fashion, and Unostentatious. 
If these traits or very similar ones are not already in the database they are added as new traits. 

Third-party Sets of lexical groups can be used in the database. This is part of a Set of 115 groups 
taken from Louis Goldberg’s 1990 An alternative "description of personality": The big-five factor 
structure. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 59, 1216-1289. Goldberg has been highly 
supportive of our project.  

The future of COD 
Cultures Observations Database (COD) is looking for a home. Ideally, a development of this database, or something like it, 
should be online, open, and run by an academic group in each European country. It could, and should, become a major 
archive. Collecting observations is relatively easy, although control is obviously needed, and ideally the observations 
should be translated into English.  The time-consuming part is the choosing -  choosing when an already-listed trait is 
close enough to a new one to be used in its place, choosing which groups to create, and of course choosing into which 
group or groups a trait should be inserted. 
 
But as Paul Langford, Professor of Modern History at Oxford, said about COD: "separating the stereotypical out from 
other evidence is very much a matter of judgement and difficult to be completely convincing on. But in my view the more 
evidence the better and judgement is after all what anthropologists, like historians, need to exercise.“ 
 
Who are we?  We are independant students. I'm the one who does the guessing when it comes to deciding which 
attributes to put in which pigeon-holes, and Josh Lepper does the programming in Microsoft Access. I was born closer to 
Calais than to London, but the day I first set foot in France I couldn't believe that such a noisy, food-obsessed tribe could 
exist just a few miles from my staid English village home. A different cultural world! 
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