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ON SCHOLARLY BOOK AWARDS IN ANTHROPOLOGY 

 

While serving as the librarian liaison to the American Anthropological Association (AAA) last fall, I found myself 
chatting with the leader of a scholarly society hoping to promote their book award.  

“Do your members ask their librarian to order the winning book?” I asked. 

My new acquaintance looked surprised. We talked about how librarians select books, and how they might promote 
award-winning books to their members, to librarians, and even to librarians via faculty. 

When I returned to campus, I found my colleagues evaluating a long list of book awards compiled by GOBI Library 
Solutions, the major academic library vendor (Rowe, 2019). The Victor Turner Prize in Ethnographic Writing was 
clearly relevant to my work as an anthropology librarian. But it took more research to see that the Elliott P. Skinner 
Book Award and Alan Merriam Prize were also anthropology book awards. When I searched online, I found more than 
30 other book awards in anthropology. Where had they come from?   

An Increase in Book Awards 

Scholarly book awards now show up “in every resume, every promotional blurb” (English, 2002). They are driven by 
the desires of each new scholarly society to make a name for themselves, memorialize a deceased colleague (English, 
2005), and promote their members’ work. In this way, they serve to strengthen the reputation of books, authors, 
publishing houses, and the societies awarding them. Sociology, which had one book prize in 1956, now has 50, in an 
example of what Joel Best calls “prize proliferation” (2008). The American Anthropological Association awarded eight 
prizes to 70 books in the 1990s (Wiberley, 2004), but 23 prizes to 163 books in the following decade (Wiberley, 2016). 
Yet this number remains far short of total publication during the same years. So perhaps book awards can help 
librarians find excellent books that aren’t requested by researchers or listed in major publishers’ catalogs. 

Yet awards also reinforce existing economies of prestige, as dominant publishers have more time and resources to 
submit their lineup for awards and reviews. Alex*, an acquisitions editor at a major university press, told me that she 
submits books directly to awards. Her authors also ask for suggestions on which awards to submit for, and can self-
nominate if they want to submit for more awards than the press is prepared to support. Other times, award committees 
reach out to Alex, asking her to nominate relevant books. 

As a result, larger university presses dominate anthropology book awards. Together, the University of California Press, 
Duke University Press, the University of Chicago Press, and Princeton University Press received 40% of the book 
awards given in the 2000s (Wiberley, 2016). As more book awards are granted each year, it becomes harder for 
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librarians to use awards as a metric for value. Indeed, the percentage of social science award winners acquired by 
libraries dropped in the 1990s (Wiberley, 2004). 

How Books are Awarded 

So how are awards determined? First, an awards committee is assembled. Books are nominated, and then compared 
against the broad criteria for the award. Next, the awards committee uses their criteria to filter that year’s books down to 
a shortlist. Finally, the committee discusses the finalists and narrows their pick down to one or two winners. 

Casey*, a scholar who has served on an awards committee, reports that books may be judged differently depending on 
who sits on the committee that year. Panels are influenced by “an informal pecking order [of] pre-existing networks and 
reputations, themselves determined by seniority and age” (Moeran, 2012, p. 1). Books are also reviewed with author 
name and affiliation attached. This makes it hard for award committees to avoid the influence of gender, reputation, and 
institutional prestige on their estimation of value (Kadir, 2017; Childress et al., 2017; Marsden & Squires, 2019). 

Scholars are often most critical of books on topics they know deeply, Casey said. Yet they may be more forgiving 
towards moving and well-documented books in areas peripheral to their own work. Given this bias, Casey recommends 
that librarians pay just as much attention to the shortlist as to the winner. Finalists, in other words, are almost always 
strong, while the winning book may be a matter of politics. 

The Impact of Book Awards 

So do book awards influence the sales of scholarly books? Alex, the editor, reported that “awards are very important in 
terms of adding prestige, but they don't necessarily impact total book sales.” Niche books can win large prizes, Alex 
said, but this political buzz doesn’t always translate into sales. In the long run, prizes may do more to promote the 
author than the book itself. 

In short, librarians should be aware that book prizes are growing in number. Niche prizes can allow us to build 
collections in a subfield, like medical or queer anthropology, that may be unfamiliar. Because librarians already hear of 
new books from larger publishers, it may be most useful to skim award websites to find notable books from publishers 
we might otherwise overlook. And when selecting books for a library collection, even making the shortlist indicates 
scholarly value according to peers. 

A List of Book Awards in Anthropology 

Below is a list of 36 book awards in anthropology that list past winners on the website. The year of first award is 
marked in parentheses, and awards marked ++ can be autoshipped from GOBI as of Spring 2020. For awards in 
sociology, refer to Best, 2008, p. 3. 

American Ethnological Society: 
Sharon Stephens Prize (2003) 
Senior Book Prize (2003) 

American Folklore Society: 
Chicago Folklore Prize (1998) ++ 

http://americanethnologist.org/awards
http://americanethnologist.org/awards
https://www.afsnet.org/page/Chicago
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Anthropology of Tourism Interest Group, AAA: 
Nelson Graburn First Book Prize (2018) 
Ed Bruner Book Award (2018) 

Association for Africanist Anthropology: 
Elliott P. Skinner Book Award (2008) ++ 

Association for Feminist Anthropology: 
Rosaldo Book Prize in Feminist Anthropology (2015) 

Association for Political and Legal Anthropology: 
APLA Book Prize (2014) 

Association for Queer Anthropology: 
Ruth Benedict Prize (1986) 

Association of Latina and Latino Anthropologists: 
ALLA Book Award (2011) 

Biological Anthropology Section, AAA: 
W.W. Howells Book Award in Biological Anthropology (1990) 

Council for Museum Anthropology: 
CMA Book Award (2018) 

Royal Anthropological Institute, UK: 
Amaury Talbot Prize for African Anthropology (1962) 

School for Advanced Research: 
J. I. Staley Prize (1988) 

Society for Anthropological Sciences: 
Carol R. Ember Book Prize (2019) 

Society for Cultural Anthropology: 
Gregory Bateson Book Prize (2009) 

Society for East Asian Anthropology: 
Francis L.K. Hsu Book Prize (2004) 

Society for Economic Anthropology: 
SEA Book Prize (2003) 

Society for Ethnomusicology: 
Ruth Stone Prize (2019) 
Alan Merriam Prize (1995) ++                    
Kwabena Nketia Book Prize (2010) 
Ellen Koskoff Edited Volume Prize (2018) 

http://atig.americananthro.org/book-prize
http://atig.americananthro.org/book-prize/
http://afaa.americananthro.org/association-awards/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michelle_Rosaldo_Book_Prize
https://politicalandlegalanthro.org/awards/book-prize
http://queeranthro.org/awards/the-ruth-benedict-prize
http://alla.americananthro.org/awards
http://bas.americananthro.org/awards/w-w-howells-book-award
https://museumanthropology.org/cma-awards
https://www.therai.org.uk/awards/past-awards/amaury-talbot-prize-for-african-anthropology-past-recipients
https://sarweb.org/awards/j-i-staley-prize
http://sas.anthroniche.com/history/past-book-prizes/
https://culanth.org/engagements/prizes
http://seaa.americananthro.org/awards/francis-l-k-hsu-book-prize
http://www.econanthro.org/awards/book-prize
https://www.ethnomusicology.org/page/Prizes_Stone
https://www.ethnomusicology.org/page/Prizes_Merriam
https://www.ethnomusicology.org/page/Prizes_Nketia
https://www.ethnomusicology.org/page/KoskoffPrize
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Society for Historical Archaeology: 
James Deetz Book Award (2004) 

Society for Humanistic Anthropology: 
Victor Turner Prize in Ethnographic Writing (1990) ++ 

Society for Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology: 
SLACA Book Award (2014) 

Society for Linguistic Anthropology: 
Edward Sapir Book Prize (2001) 

Society for Medical Anthropology: 
Eileen Basker Memorial Prize (1988) 

Society for Psychological Anthropology: 
Stirling Prize (2006) 
Boyer Prize for Contributions to Psychoanalytic Anthropology (1994) 

Society for the Anthropology of Europe: 
William A. Douglass Prize in Europeanist Anthropology (2007) 

Society for the Anthropology of North America: 
Delmos Jones and Jagna Sharff Memorial Book Prize for the Critical Study of North America (2005) 

Society for the Anthropology of Religion: 
Geertz Prize in the Anthropology of Religion (2007) 

Society for the Anthropology of Work: 
Diana Forsythe Prize (1999) 
Society for the Anthropology of Work Book Prize (2010) 

Society for Urban, National, and Transnational / Global Anthropology: 
Anthony Leeds Prize in Urban Anthropology (1995) 

Society for Visual Anthropology: 
John Collier Jr. Award for Still Photography (2002)  

*Names have been changed for privacy. 
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PROJECT OUTCOME  
 

Project Outcome is a FREE online toolkit designed to help libraries understand and share the 
impact of essential library programs and services by providing simple surveys and an easy-to-
use process for measuring and analyzing outcomes. Participating libraries are also provided 
with the resources and training support needed to apply their results and confidently advocate 
for their library's future. Project Outcome’s standardized surveys allow libraries to aggregate 
their outcome data and analyze trends by service topic, program type, and over time. Sign up 
today at https://acrl.projectoutcome.org/. 
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