
UC Irvine
UC Irvine Previously Published Works

Title
Field work

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2m698890

Journal
American Anthropologist, 112(2)

ISSN
0002-7294

Author
Boellstorff, T

Publication Date
2010-06-01

DOI
10.1111/j.1548-1433.2010.01216.x

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution License, 
availalbe at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2m698890
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


FROM THE EDITOR

Field Work

Tom Boellstorff
Editor-in-Chief

AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGIST AND “THE FOUR
FIELDS”
One of the most common questions directed to me as editor-
in-chief of American Anthropologist runs along the lines of:
How do you deal with being the editor of a four-field jour-
nal? Sometimes accompanied by the rolling of eyes or an
attendant sigh, this query taps into vexed debates regard-
ing the notion of “four-field anthropology” and, specifically,
the role of American Anthropologist in those debates. In their
introduction to Unwrapping the Sacred Bundle, Daniel Segal
and Sylvia Yanagisako noted: “American Anthropologist . . . has
been increasingly freighted with the obligation to represent
disciplinary ‘unity.’ . . . This, in turn, has resulted in vari-
ous barriers to publication in American Anthropologist of work
perceived by four-field advocates to be a betrayal of that
‘unity’” (2005:7).

Segal and Yanagisako raised these concerns in light of
a broader critique regarding how the ideal of four-field an-
thropology has sometimes been deployed in an ideological
manner, with little attention paid to the parochial charac-
ter of its origins in the early-20th-century United States.
They note how the four-field view of anthropology is often
most visible as an administrative framework and undergradu-
ate pedagogical imperative, questioning any assumption that
this vision is politically expedient (on university campuses
or with reference to the broader public). They question as
well any claim that four-field approaches produce a more
valid or scientific anthropology, pointing out the paucity of
anthropological research that actually engages more than one
subfield.

Published five years ago and, thus, two years before I
became AA editor-in-chief, these critiques of the pivotal role
of American Anthropologist in legitimating the four-field con-
cept are certainly worth serious consideration—not least
because Segal and Yanagisako are far from alone in making
them. Given that I am a colleague of both authors—and par-
ticularly because Yanagisako was my primary Ph.D. advisor
at Stanford—it is understandable that I find these critiques
largely valid. Yet I am struck by the degree to which these
concerns have, I hope, been obviated in American Anthropol-
ogist itself. From the outset of my tenure as editor-in-chief,
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I have made it clear that, to quote from the webpage for
American Anthropologist:

American Anthropologist welcomes manuscripts that speak across
subdisciplines but also welcomes those that originate within a sin-
gle subdiscipline. In the latter case, we work through the editorial
process to unpack subdiscipline-specific terminology and provide
contextual information that will make manuscripts maximally in-
telligible to all readers, without requiring that authors alter their
research questions, analytical style, or writing voice. [Boellstorff
n.d.]

FIELDING ANTHROPOLOGY
In my view, the editor-in-chief works not as visionary
but ringmaster. The goal is to present the best work in
“anthropology”—as defined in the broadest possible sense.
That certainly includes work that speaks across subdisciplines
in some manner, often by integrating methods, problemat-
ics, and relevant literatures from more than one subfield.
However, it also includes work that is not invested in the
four-field concept and presents itself as, say, cultural an-
thropology or archaeology, with no reference to a four-field
vision of “the discipline.” Indeed, I have no qualms with
those who wish to view American Anthropologist as an in-
terdisciplinary journal along the lines of Science or Nature,
bringing together compelling works of scholarship without
requiring that those works be understood ahead of time as
members of a single field.

I have prioritized internationalizing American Anthropolo-
gist—not only by seeking to publish work by anthropologists
outside the United States but also by including non-U.S.
scholars on the editorial board and permitting article ab-
stracts in languages other than English. Given this goal, and
given that the four-field understanding of anthropology is a
largely “American” phenomenon, welcoming work not in-
vested in the four-field concept is crucial to truly internation-
alizing American Anthropologist. Because the majority of the
data collected by U.S.-based anthropologists originates out-
side the United States, often in “developing-world contexts”
in which issues of global inequality must be kept at the fore,
this flexibility in terms of understanding the “field” of an-
thropology is both epistemologically and politically crucial.
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Another way that I have sought to decenter a four-
field understanding of anthropological disciplinarity (while
underscoring that American Anthropologist welcomes work
solidly within a four-field framework) has been the inclusion
of public anthropology as a “fifth” subfield. From the out-
set of my editorship, I have had five associate editors, not
four, including an associate editor for public anthropology
(Barbara Rose Johnston). In addition to publishing research
articles of authors who frame their work partially or wholly
in terms of public anthropology, and including public an-
thropology in the “Year in Review” articles that appear in
this issue of American Anthropologist (as well as issue 111.2),
this issue is the second for which you will find a “Public
Anthropology Review” section. The presence of public an-
thropology reviews in American Anthropologist helps broaden
the notion of “the field” of anthropological inquiry in excit-
ing new ways, with theoretical and activist consequences.
The public anthropology review editors—Melissa Checker,
David Vine, and Alaka Wali—are providing us with a crucial
new dimension to the key function of American Anthropologist
as a source of reviews for anthropological work in the widest
sense. Given the specific emphasis on public anthropological
work, I am happy that, save for the editors’ introductions,
content in the public anthropology review section of Amer-
ican Anthropologist will be open access. Of course, I look
forward to the day when we forge a funding structure that
will allow all of American Anthropologist to be open access, but
until that day arrives we are able at least to make this section
of the journal public, as befits its “public” nature.

IS THERE A CENTER TO HOLD?
My activities as editor-in-chief of American Anthropologist have
certainly impressed on me that a field takes work. Disciplines
are historically and culturally specific configurations: they
should properly shift over time in response to new thoughts,
new topics of inquiry, new collaborations, and new methods.
A common metaphor for four-field anthropology is that of
a whole with parts that threaten to spin off if not kept in
check. It is a metaphor of centrifugal apocalypse: the fear of
a center that will not hold. Might some less naturalized and
less dystopic metaphor prove analytically more productive?
Perhaps we should view four-field anthropology as a series
of conversations that listen in on each other, weaving the
words of others into their own dialogues? Or as a network of
interconnecting lines of inquiry, unencumbered by a gravitic
imaginary, producing kaleidoscopic intersections?

Whatever the analogy one chooses, it seems clear to me
that American Anthropologist works best as a forum permitting
these debates to unfold through exemplary scholarship. I can
discover no necessary correlation between a particular au-
thor’s view of anthropology as “four-field” or otherwise, on
the one hand, and that author’s collegiality, interdisciplinar-
ity, and scholarly excellence, on the other hand. As Marilyn
Strathern notes, “the value of a discipline is precisely in its
ability to account for its conditions of existence and thus as

to how it arrives at its knowledge practices” (2004:5). With
regard to the work of defining the discipline of anthropol-
ogy, the purpose of American Anthropologist is to contribute to
conversations about our own accountability—for the con-
ditions of existence of research deemed anthropological and
the wonderfully varied practices of knowledge production
in which anthropologists engage.

IN THIS ISSUE
The six research articles that appear in this issue of American
Anthropologist are all consummate works of anthropological
investigation that speak to vital debates within and between
disciplinary subfields. In “Feminine Knowledge and Skill
Reconsidered: Women and Flaked Stone Tools,” Kathryn
Arthur draws on a range of historical and contemporary data
to argue not only “that Stone Age women played a major
role in developing and transforming stone-tool technology”
but also that contemporary women involved in stone-tool
production and use challenge many assumptions regarding
gender and labor. April Beisaw’s article, “Memory, Identity,
and NAGPRA in the Northeastern United States,” uses the
example of a controversy over a Native American Graves
Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) claim in New
York State to show how an “archaeology of memory” can
help us better understand past and present notions of identity
and community.

“Can Traditions Emerge from the Interaction of Stim-
ulus Enhancement and Reinforcement Learning? An Exper-
imental Model” applies a two-action experiment in tufted
capuchin monkeys to investigate mechanisms for social learn-
ing. In doing so, Luke Matthews, Annika Paukner, and
Stephen Suomi show that forms of “tradition” can emerge
from what otherwise might seem to be quite simple forms
of everyday learning, a research finding that raises questions
for studies of a range of primates, including humans. In “Bet-
ter Women: The Cultural Politics of Gendered Expertise in
Indonesia,” Carla Jones examines a very different kind of so-
cial learning—courses for “feminine comportment” in con-
temporary Indonesia—asking how logics of expertise shape
emergent modes of authority. In so doing, Jones contributes
to a range of intellectual debates concerning the relationship
between everyday practices and what sometimes appear as
impersonal dynamics of globalization.

“Auctioning Patronage in Northeast Brazil: The Poli-
tical Value of Money in a Ritual Market” is Aaron Ansell’s
intervention into debates over democracy, patronage, and
money, drawing on fieldwork in a “small Brazilian town”
to provide broad insights concerning contemporary neolib-
eralism. Ruth Gomberg-Muñoz’s article “Willing to Work:
Agency and Vulnerability in an Undocumented Immigrant
Network” begins with an apparent ethnographic paradox:
underpaid, undocumented workers who forge a collective
ethic of devotion to their labor. Gomberg-Muñoz then shows
how this apparent paradox speaks to a range of questions
regarding inequality and agency in the current political eco-
nomic climate.
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In June of 2009, American Anthropologist debuted “The
Year in Review,” a series of short essays reviewing trends,
publications, and debates within five subfields of anthropol-
ogy (archaeological, biological, linguistic, public, and socio-
cultural) during 2008. The success of that initial endeavor
inspired me to continue the practice, and as a result this issue
features a second set of “The Year in Review” articles. Each
covers a different subfield in anthropology during the calen-
dar year 2009. As before, I imposed strict word limits on the
authors, emphasizing that the goal was not to be compre-
hensive (as this would be impossible) but, rather, to simply
identify some developments in each subfield that might be
of interest to a broad anthropological readership. As before,
my associate editors identified and worked closely with ju-
nior scholars who, I think you will agree, have produced
another set of exemplary review essays that will be highly
useful as succinct explorations of trends in anthropological
work.

Tom Boellstorff Department of Anthropology, University of

California, Irvine, Irvine, CA 92697-5100; aaeditor@uci.edu
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