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From the Editor
TOM BOELLSTORFF

Editor-in-Chief

Crisis

This editorial missive will appear at a point at which the
effects of the ongoing global economic crisis on higher ed-
ucation in the United States will be, to put it mildly, keenly
felt. Students, faculty, staff, and administrators are all ex-
periencing significant (in many cases, unprecedented) cut-
backs in funding for teaching, research, staffing, and stu-
dent support. No aspect of anthropological work in the
academy is untouched, and anthropologists working in
nonprofit, corporate, and activist venues also face major
challenges.

Although great variation exists among different kinds
of academic institutions and among differing nonacademic
contexts, to say that a sustained crisis faces us is not hy-
perbole. Indeed, many speak of a fundamental reconfig-
uration in higher education, in sync with a fundamental
reconfiguration in the U.S. economy and the world econ-
omy of which it is a part. Given that many of us face pay
cuts, slashed budgets, and reduced support for our students,
the trite saw that “crises represent opportunities” is neither
comforting nor particularly useful. This is an “opportunity”
none of us are happy to encounter.

Yet I would argue that advocating for the value of an-
thropological research is of particular importance in this
environment of crisis. No matter how prolonged this eco-
nomic malaise, it will eventually abate in some way: it be-
hooves us to insist on the importance of anthropology in
the painful journey to the era to come and to anticipate how
anthropology can play a crucial role in that new era. Many
commentators have noted how this crisis was precipitated
by no natural disaster: it was, to a striking degree, the result
of human action. Although diagnosing the causes of the
crisis is obviously beyond the scope of this short introduc-
tory note, it is clearly the case that a better understanding
of the cultural, historical, and linguistic contexts in which
human action takes place is invaluable.

Given my own research interests—particularly my
work in HIV prevention—it should be obvious that I con-
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sider forms of public anthropology to be absolutely pivotal
to our discipline. However, particularly in times of eco-
nomic malaise, it is just as important to advocate for recog-
nizing the value of anthropological scholarship that bears
no immediately discernable relationship to direct ques-
tions of policy and practice. “Academic” research shapes
the thinking of all of us, students and teachers alike, in
powerful ways that are not always apparent at first glance.
As a gay man whose identity as such did not exist in the
not-too-distant past, I am acutely aware of the impact of
ideas, not just activism, on society. Indeed, ideas are forms
of activism, and they can originate in unexpected quarters.
It is crucial to stand up for the importance of research that
does not have immediate practical application—not only
for the health of a diverse anthropological discipline but
also to support other disciplines and interdisciplinary work.
It is precisely in difficult economic circumstances that disci-
plines are sometimes set against each other to compete for
scarce resources. Even when hard decisions must be made,
it is important to not articulate such decisions in languages
of disciplinary or methodological partisanship.

Finally, the work of anthropological publishing is not
immune from these challenges. Two years of editorship
have given me a deep appreciation for peer review and for
forms of publishing that take the time to produce highly re-
flective analysis. Such publishing need not take the form of
a physical journal but usually complements forms of schol-
arship that are not peer reviewed or that are published in
a more swift (and, thus, usefully timely) manner. However,
peer-reviewed publishing, although not vastly expensive in
the grand scheme of things, is not free. Significant resources
are needed to support and compensate the staff needed for
a journal to flourish. Sustaining and ideally increasing such
funding will prove challenging in this time of crisis, par-
ticularly as many of us continue to seek funding structures
that would enable open access to the journals themselves.
Journals like American Anthropologist help disseminate
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cutting-edge work and push forward conversations in a
range of intellectual domains, with direct and indirect con-
sequences for topics of debate and concern, not least “crisis”
itself.

IN THIS ISSUE

The value of publishing (even in times of crisis) is certainly
demonstrated in the wide-ranging and insightful research
articles featured in this issue. In “Television’s Interpella-
tion,” Richard Brown Pace shows how members of an Ama-
zonian community reshape rhetorics of pan-national iden-
tity promulgated through Brazilian television. This article
thus contributes to the growing body of scholarship on
the differing ways in which ostensibly globalizing mass
media are reinterpreted even in the face of markedly un-
equal power relations. The theme of cultural understand-
ings of selfhood is continued, albeit in a markedly dif-
ferent manner, in “Cultural Models and Fertility Timing
among Cherokee and White Youth in Appalachia,” by Ryan
Brown, Daniel Hruschka, and Carol Worthman. Here, the
authors use ethnographic and card sort–questionnaire data
to explore how differences in childbearing practices may be
shaped in unexpected ways by notions of the “lifecourse,”
as well as by forms of multiplicity and variation in what
are otherwise sometimes seen as more unitary models for
social action.

We turn to a greater emphasis on political economy
with David Griffith’s article, “The Moral Economy of To-
bacco,” which examines how the lifeworlds of tobacco
farmers in North Carolina are powerfully shaped by a
“moral economy” of production and labor—helping to, in
Griffith’s words, “erode the perception that advanced cap-
italist economies are amoral, guided by impersonal mar-
ket forces” (this issue). This focus on political economy ap-
pears as well in “The Low-Wage Conservationist” by Genese
Sodikoff. This article brings a Marxian analysis to issues of
rain forest conservation in Madagascar, showing how con-
servation may itself be regarded as a form of capitalist pro-
duction. In “Social and River Networks for the Trees,” Julie
Velásquez Runk examines how such debates over conser-

vation shape the politics of knowledge and translation in
Panama, honing in on how a range of social actors un-
derstand, employ, or disregard localized cosmologies when
framing the very meaning of the word conservation.

The interest of both Sodikoff and Velásquez Runk in
persons often seen as “indigenous” provides links to Shaylih
Muehlmann’s article, “How Do Real Indians Fish?” This ar-
ticle examines the complex and unexpected ramifications
of discourses of indigeneity in northern Mexico. Questions
of authenticity and belonging loom large as well in the arti-
cle “Becoming Sinless.” In this article, Deborah McDougall
provides a twist on the growing literature on Christian con-
version in Melanesia by exploring the case of Solomon Is-
landers who convert from Christianity to Islam. Issues of
group identity are salient in the articles by Muehlmann
and McDougall (and in earlier articles as well), a topic
further explored in Bernard Formoso’s article, “Ethnicity
and Shared Meanings.” Here, Formoso explores how forms
of ethnic difference can, in an apparent paradox, be sus-
tained through forms of shared meaning. Finally, Pamela
L. Geller sounds a cautionary note against assuming shared
meaning in “Bodyscape, Biology, and Heteronormativity.”
In this article, Geller asks how bioarchaeological research
might more effectively call into question the assumption
that the skeletal remains they study are always persons in
some sense “heterosexual.”

This issue also includes a museum review essay by
Samuel Redman, “Remembering Exhibitions on Race in
the 20th-Century United States,” which examines the AAA-
sponsored exhibit “Race: Are We So Different?” from a his-
torical perspective.

It should be clear from this synopsis that the articles
featured in this issue address an extraordinarily wide range
of topics, using a wide range of methodologies, yet link up
to each other in fascinating ways. That I could have pre-
sented any number of alternative narrative threads linking
together these articles speaks not only to their richness and
depth but also to the robust strength of anthropological
inquiry. This strength is one key springboard from which
we can advocate for the value of anthropology in a time of
crisis.




