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The Task 
This document represents a supporting chapter in our Report on the State of Scholarship in the Humanities 

and the Humanistic Social Sciences. Our interdisciplinary panel was charged with assessing the 

epistemological health of several disciplines on the more humanistic side of the university. The 

Chancellors of Vanderbilt University and Washington University in St. Louis, Daniel Diermeier and 

Andrew D. Martin, tasked our panel as follows:  

As chancellors and presidents working to restore trust in higher education, we are 

concerned about the dramatic erosion of support for the humanities and 

humanistic social sciences amongst students, parents and government officials, as 

well as by the steady drumbeat of complaints about the deterioration of scholarly 

standards within those disciplines.  

The complaints have been various in nature. Several scientists have alleged over 

the years that there is widespread misunderstanding and misuse of natural science 

in the work of prominent humanists. Philosophers have worried about the 

unquestioning embrace of problematic philosophical views, especially those 

concerning truth, evidence and knowledge. More recently, many different voices 

have suggested that humanistic disciplines have allowed background ideological 

values to distort the objective pursuit of knowledge in those fields.  

To help us assess whether, and to what extent, there is a problem here, we charge 

a commission of eminent scholars from these disciplines to examine the state of 

scholarly work in their respective areas and to evaluate whether these allegations 

are justified. We are concerned that, without such an examination, the well-

documented erosion of support for the humanities will continue unabated. 

My role was to assess my own field, Anthropology, with a focus on scholarship within U.S. 

institutions. I accepted this charge out of a love for my field and a belief that anthropological 

insights, approaches and methods can and should play a central role in developing ideas that will 

help improve the lives of individuals and communities around the world. I’ve been thinking about 

anthropological epistemology for many years. In 1993, when I arrived at UCLA to pursue my 

graduate studies in cultural anthropology, I found a field already sinking into a quagmire of 

epistemological conflict (D’Andrade 1995; Scheper-Hughes 1995) and drifting in a direction that 
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would make it increasingly difficult to develop theories capable of addressing social and economic 

problems. Nevertheless, I committed to continuing because I saw profound value in anthropological 

perspectives. To develop my own approach, I began engaging with ideas and methods from 

economics (Kagel & Roth 1995), political science (Ostrom 1990) and psychology (Kahneman et al. 

1982). UCLA’s 4-field breadth requirements meant I had to take a course in biological anthropology. 

This course showed me how ideas from evolutionary biology could help us think more clearly about 

culture, cultural change, and the emergence of phenomena such as social norms, institutions, rituals 

and cooperation (Boyd & Richerson 1985). Much of my career has focused on bringing the richness 

of anthropology to other parts of the social and biological sciences (Bergeron et al. forthcoming; 

Blasi et al. 2022; Henrich 2000; Henrich et al. 2010b; Henrich & Henrich 2010; Henrich & 

Muthukrishna 2021), while learning how these other fields generate knowledge — harvesting 

insights and techniques to integrate into our work. The framework that emerged from the efforts of 

many people in several disciplines is now a major enterprise, the field of ‘cultural evolution,’ which 

has its own society and biennial meetings. My immersion in these other disciplines, which includes 

earning tenure and promotion to full professor, gives me a unique perspective on Anthropology.  

My thinking on anthropological epistemology, which traces back to my graduate work, can be 

summarized as follows:1       

1. Like many anthropologists, I believe a central goal of anthropology and the social sciences 

should be to understand how the world works so that we can develop ways to improve the 

lives of individuals and communities worldwide. This includes addressing global threats, 

such as climate change, deforestation and pandemics, as well as countless local challenges, 

such as building schools, reducing crime and digging wells.    

2. To address these challenges, we need to improve our knowledge-generating framework, 

including our theoretical approaches and methodological toolkits, to better understand 

	

1 Here, I use the term “epistemology” to broadly refer to the knowledge-generating process used in 
different fields of inquiry and across societies. This includes what counts as a valid source of 
knowledge or understanding. These sources include, but are not limited to, the use of evidence and 
arguments. Epistemologies tell us what counts as ‘evidence’ (e.g., dreams or regressions) and how to 
weigh different sources or types of evidence. They also tell us what’s a good argument and how to 
tell if one argument is better than another. Arguments and evidences must also be weighed against 
other epistemic sources like intuition, authorities and dreams (Hong 2022; Hong et al. 2024; Hong & 
Henrich 2021; Strevens 2020).  

https://culturalevolutionsociety.org/
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human behavior, psychology and the dynamic interactions that produce higher-level 

sociological phenomena, such as institutions, social classes, castes, and ethnic groups.  

3. While our goals are ultimately applied — improving the world — we should work as a 

scholarly community (Longino 1990) to keep our moral preferences and political goals as 

separate as possible from the machinery of knowledge generation. This is a challenge (Elliott 

2017), but field-level scholarly standards (e.g., in peer review), rigorous methods and formal 

theory (e.g., mathematical models) offer important guardrails that shield the knowledge-

generating process and thus improve our scholarship.  

Failing to maintain an epistemological framework that strives to safeguard our knowledge-generating 

process jeopardizes our long-term ability to solve problems, big and small.  

Of course, in no way am I suggesting that inquiry is or should be free from our values and moral 

commitments, nor can we expect individuals — on their own — to fully separate moral 

commitments from knowledge generation — indeed, much of my own scholarly work has focused 

on challenging ‘rational’ models of human behavior and explaining aspects of religions (Atran & 

Henrich 2010; Henrich 2002; Henrich et al. 2005; Henrich & McElreath 2002). For this, we need a 

scholarly community endowed with epistemic norms for open discourse and a full toolkit of 

methods and techniques to facilitate and safeguard knowledge generation (Mokyr 2016; Strevens 

2020). Nevertheless, our commitments should influence the questions we ask, how we collect data, 

and what we do with the knowledge and insights we generate.  

Further, in no way should we eschew important but politically charged topics like colonialism, 

racism, sexism, gender, oppression and violence. The point is that these and other topics deserve our 

best efforts — as a field — at generating a deeper understanding. When our political preferences 

and moral commitments penetrate the knowledge-generating process too deeply, we endanger these 

scholarly endeavors. As I’ll show, some anthropologists seem to favor injecting our moral 

commitments directly into knowledge-generation, including our normative standards.  

None of this argues for epistemological uniformity. In my judgment, anthropology is, and should 

continue to be, a place where scholars challenge existing epistemologies and ontologies. For 

example, Professor Luhrmann’s work on how people in diverse populations conceptualize the 

porosity of minds, ultimately rooted in her field experience and ethnographic expertise, changes how 

cognitive scientists understand and interpret their experimental findings (Luhrmann 2020; Weisman 

et al. 2021). Similarly, Professor Descola’s (2013) work illustrates the ontological peculiarity of the 
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nature-culture divide that still permeates Western thought, both inside and outside the academy. 

Both examples apply ethnographic insight to challenge common ontological assumptions while 

building bridges accessible to those who favor replicable methods and competitive hypothesis 

testing. Humanistic approaches should enrich, rather than constrain, the field's epistemological and 

ontological diversity.   

The problem is not epistemological diversity or challenges to prevailing assumptions — that’s the 

bread and butter of our field — but that an epistemology that incorporates moral and political 

advocacy has become normative in some parts of anthropology. That is, some of our colleagues have 

shown an intolerance for those who hold versions of the 3-point epistemological commitments 

summarized above. People who hold and affirm certain moral and political views, or who seek to 

separate advocacy from knowledge generation, are sanctioned in small and sometimes large ways, as 

the evidence below suggests.  

Reviewing an entire discipline is essentially impossible for one person. Anthropology and 

anthropologists are incredibly heterogeneous. Many biological anthropologists effectively operate 

as evolutionary biologists, geneticists or paleoecologists, while many cultural anthropologists engage 

in ways closer to those of literary scholars, historians, social critics or journalists. In the North 

American context, the field includes anthropological linguists and archaeologists. Some 

archaeologists rely on ancient DNA and isotopic analysis, while others apply hermeneutic or 

interpretive approaches. As I’ll explain below, one of anthropology's great strengths, which drew 

many of us to the field, is that it intentionally positioned itself at the nexus of the sciences and the 

humanities.  

The upshot is that I make no claim to have conducted a “full review” of any sort; no single 

individual could. Instead, I’ve focused on identifying epistemological strains and trends within the 

field that — in my judgment — jeopardize knowledge production. I’ll pay particular attention when 

those strains are presented normatively — enforced on anthropologists who might prefer 

approaches that exclude moral advocacy from knowledge generation or that rely on rigorous, reliable 

methods. The evidence below suggests that many anthropologists reject advocacy-based 

epistemologies yet remain silent, perhaps out of pluralistic ignorance or fear.  

In addition to informing university leaders, I hope this document sparks a discussion about 

anthropology’s current direction, methods and approach to knowledge creation. I expect many of 
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my colleagues in anthropology to offer thoughtful, well-informed critiques of my work, and I look 

forward to a rich exchange of views that will help us shape our field for the 21st century and beyond.   

As we begin, I’d like to thank the many anthropologists and other scholars who helped me develop 

this report. First and foremost, I thank the several anthropologists I interviewed over Zoom or in 

person about their experiences, including the intense pressure to ‘toe the political line’ in the field. 

All asked to remain anonymous. I had to leave out several disturbing stories because my informants 

feared that some of their colleagues might identify them, or, in some cases, didn’t want to destabilize 

the fragile peace that had been established. Second, I’d like to thank the dozen or so anthropologists 

and others who offered constructive feedback on my early drafts. Some faithfully responded to a 

long series of emails as I tried to nail down the details of various cases. Since most of my readers 

explicitly asked to remain anonymous, I made that the policy. If we’ve been in contact for this 

report, I offer you my heartfelt thanks. Any errors are my own. 

Introduction 
Anthropology has significantly advanced our understanding of humans and informed public 

discourse on a wide range of important issues, shaping our collective thinking across many topics. 

At the birth of American Anthropology, the German-Jewish immigrant Franz Boas and his students, 

including Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, Alfred Kroeber, Melville Herskovits, Robert Lowie, Zora 

Neale Hurston, Ashley Montagu and Edward Sapir, fundamentally altered our understanding of 

race, gender, sexuality, morality and culture. Many Western intellectuals, including the era's 

progressives, assumed that differences among societies and between the sexes stemmed from 

inherent genetic differences (Gould 1996; Okrent 2020). This view underpinned many important 

political decisions, such as the quota acts — passed by large bipartisan majorities in the 1920s — 

that restricted immigration largely to a small subset of European countries (Abramitzky & Boustan 

2022). The new anthropology, by integrating the concept of ‘culture’ with research on the lifeways of 

diverse societies, human biology, archaeology and language, challenged many prevailing assumptions 

about humanity and laid the foundations for our modern understandings of gender, race, 

ethnocentrism, moral relativism and related topics (King 2019).  

For example, in her 1949 book Male and Female: A Study of the Sexes in a Changing World, Margaret 

Mead draws on her ethnographic fieldwork in Samoa, Bali and New Guinea to show how culture 

constructs not only gender roles and stereotypes but also gendered personalities (Mead 1949). She 
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assumes that biology plays some role but emphasizes the need to consider culture. With a prescient 

critique of American culture in her own era, she worried that boys and girls were growing up with 

deep uncertainty about gendered expectations. Her impact has been immense. Several scholars have 

argued that Mead’s efforts laid the foundation for the common distinction between “sex” and 

“gender” and for multiple waves of feminist scholarship (Coffman 2021; Tarrant 2013).  

At the same time, anthropology began to challenge ethnocentrism and the sense of cultural 

superiority that dominated the postwar decades in the United States. In his 1948 text on the field, 

Melville Herskovits introduced cultural relativism by presenting the internal logic and coherence of a 

broad range of moral systems (Herskovits 1948). Customs and actions had to be judged within a 

cultural context and not by the standards of the observer’s society. The year before, in 1947, 

Herskovits had drafted the American Anthropological Association’s statement on human rights, 

placing the complex of ideas woven together in cultural relativism at the center. This concept, as 

developed by anthropologists and grounded in ethnographic data, not only influenced scholarship 

across the humanities and social sciences but also shaped policies and practices (e.g., 

“multiculturalism”) related to immigration, holidays, school curricula, admissions, museums, 

education, vision statements and debates in policy and law (Engle Merry 1988; Tamanaha 2021).2 

In 2021, in the pages of Scientific American, Wade Davis captures the essence of why anthropology is 

so important, explaining, “If you find it normal that an Irish boy would have an Asian girlfriend, or 

that a Jewish friend might find solace in the Buddhist dharma, or that a person born into a male 

	
2 My own work is part of this tradition of pushing back against ethnocentric myopia, ignorance of 
cultural diversity, and assumptions about what makes us human. My colleagues and I have sought to 
raise researchers’ awareness of the cultural-psychological diversity we’ve documented around the 
world. As part of this, I’ve led several interdisciplinary research teams that collected both 
ethnographic and experimental data from populations around the globe. We published this work 
comprehensively in multiple edited volumes (Ensminger & Henrich 2014; Henrich 2004) and in 
special issues of journals (Lang et al. 2023; Purzycki et al. 2023). We’ve carried these messages 
directly into the hearts of other disciplines by publishing our findings in leading journals in 
Economics (Henrich 2000; Henrich et al. 2001), Psychology (Henrich et al., 2005; Kroupin et al., 
2024), Philosophy (Henrich et al. 2023) and Cognitive Science (Blasi et al., 2022), as well as in top 
general science journals like Science (Henrich et al. 2006, 2010a; Schulz et al. 2019), Nature (Henrich, 
Heine, et al., 2010a; Purzycki et al., 2016), and PNAS (Bhui et al. 2019a; Kroupin et al. 2025). To 
draw the attention of non-anthropologists to these challenges, we coined the backronym WEIRD, 
which stands for Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (Henrich et al., 2010). 
WEIRD became a New York Times Word of the Year in 2010. 

https://humanrights.americananthro.org/1947-statement-on-human-rights/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/why-anthropology-matters/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NVVyXp
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/19/weekinreview/19sifton.html
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body could self-identify as a woman, then you are a child of anthropology.” Professor Davis goes on 

to lament his field’s slow decline.  

Today, despite the epistemological ruptures and concerns I’ll outline below, anthropologists 

continue to have major impacts on scholarship, public discourse, and policy. Drawing on his own 

fieldwork in Haiti, Peru, and Russia, Paul Farmer, in Pathologies of Power: Health, Human Rights, and the 

New War on the Poor (2004), shows how U.S. foreign policy, racism, gender inequality, and a range of 

historical factors produce social structures that shape who gets sick and who dies. Likewise, Jason 

De León’s 2015 book, The Land of Open Graves: Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail (De León 2015), 

and his many complementary efforts have brought to light the deadly effects of U.S. immigration 

policy. Likewise, in 2021, the governor of Kansas made Lucas Bessire’s autoethnography, Running 

Out: In Search of Water on the High Plains (Bessire 2021), mandatory reading for state officials (Walley 

& Elliott 2025:124). In the book, Bessire carefully details how the hidden logic of the regional 

economic system makes it nearly impossible to solve a key problem: groundwater is running out, 

and farming will collapse. 

Anthropology occupies a central role in the modern academy. We study people and communities 

around the world close-up, in person, in collaboration, and over the long term, working with 

individuals, families, and communities while living among them. We speak their languages and seek 

to understand the world from their perspectives. At the same time, we zoom out to see the big 

picture. With our holistic emphasis on integrating culture, biology, history, language, primatology, 

archaeology and ancient DNA, no field is better equipped to tell us where we came from and what 

makes us human. The field has much to say about the nature of families, languages, marriage, 

sexuality, health, violence, hormones, migration, war, love, ritual, religion, psychology, and much 

more. Overall, the academy, science, and society still need what anthropology has traditionally been 

best equipped to provide. 

Sources and Methods 
To assess the state of anthropology, the coming sections will integrate the following sources and 

methods.  

1. Statistical trends in undergraduate majors in Anthropology and other fields in the 

United States (Appendix A). 



	

	 9	

2. Statistical trends on doctoral production and academic placement within anthropology 

(Appendix B). 

3. Review of departmental ruptures that document both formal and informal splits in 

anthropology departments since the 1980s.  

4. Subfield composition in top programs, as presented on departmental websites (Appendix 

C).  

5. High-profile statements published in the flagship journal. This includes a review of 

published presidential and keynote addresses presented at the American Anthropological 

Association's annual meeting since 2013. Appendix D provides relevant quotations for each 

piece.  

6. Published surveys of anthropologists that asked about epistemology, controversial cases, 

and methodologies (Horowitz et al. 2019; Negrón et al. 2024; Snodgrass et al. 2024). 

7. Computational analyses of abstracts from journal articles. This includes both published 

analyses and new analyses that focus on changes over time in political orientation, methods, 

advocacy and theoretical framing (Appendix E). 

8. Historical and contemporary controversies in the field are presented as illustrative 

examples. 

As I acknowledge below, each data source and method has shortcomings. However, a useful picture 

begins to emerge when we look at the convergence of these analyses, each coming from a different 

angle.  

A sense of crisis 
One of the most striking and recurrent themes in recent anthropological scholarship is a sense of 

“crisis” within the field. This theme appears not only in self-reflective articles about the field but also 

in articles on other topics, such as ethnographic methods. To explore this, I sought to assess both 

the field’s mood and the available data on undergraduate enrollments and on the production and 

placement of anthropology PhDs. To gauge people’s mood, I reviewed the last six years of the 

American Anthropological Association’s flagship journal, the American Anthropologist. Let’s consider 

some examples.  

Building on meetings at the Society for Applied Anthropology in 2024, the American Anthropologist 

hosted a “Vital Topic Forum” titled Ethnographies of a dying discipline in the 21st century. As part of this 
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forum, Professor Santos opens his abstract by stating that “This vital topics forum focuses on the 

host of challenges that now threaten the future of anthropology.” He then prepares the reader for 

the ethnographic snippets that follow by explaining that: 

They describe concrete political-economic processes that marginalize 

anthropology departments, instruction, practice, and the social movement toward 

equity. They serve as a warning and a call to action for the discipline: our 

colleagues, students, and allies are suffering.  Something must be done.  

In concluding his piece, Santos emphasizes: 

Elsewhere (Santos, 2024, 2025), I argue that the incidents described in these 

ethnographies constitute a singular, though complex, political-economic threat to 

the continued existence of anthropology, the social sciences, and the liberal arts. 

We engage the mythical multiheaded hydra, an enemy attacking from several 

fronts simultaneously — in the anxiety and needs of students sympathetic to 

anthropology, in the anger and ethnocentrism of students suspicious of 

anthropology, in the audit-based budget culture of administrators that cuts 

programs and raises tuition, in the populism that promotes legislation to silence 

us, and in the performative benevolence of donors who seek to assimilate the 

academy.   

In a related piece titled “Eliminate Anthropology: Attitudes toward social science in the public discourse,” 

Professor Santos outlines the narrative models used to attack anthropology and examines the dim 

views of anthropology in public discourse (Santos 2025a).  

Five years earlier, in a high-impact piece invited by the American Anthropologist, Professor Ryan 

Jobson made The Case for Letting Anthropology Burn: Sociocultural Anthropology in 2019. This paper was 

deemed so important that the Wenner-Gren Foundation partnered with UCLA to organize an 

online conference. 

Below, I’ll outline the substance of Professor Jobson’s contribution. The key point here is that the 

paper’s point of departure is that ‘Anthropology is burning,’ and that it is such rubbish that we 

should let it burn down (so we can build something better). Here, the view is that anthropology 

remains mired in its colonial past, insufficiently activist-oriented, and riddled with elitism; the field’s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ScNbIWCRR4I
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own efforts to decolonize and diversify are half-measures at best, providing a comfortable facade for 

more business-as-usual.   

In 2013, seven years before Professor Jobson’s piece appeared in print, AAA President Leith 

Mullings (2015) delivered a presidential address in which she pushed back against claims that 

Anthropology was in crisis, writing, “Despite escalating attacks on the humanities and social 

sciences, my view is that anthropology—the science of humankind—is not in crisis. Rather, it is at 

the brink of significant opportunities …” The fact that she felt it necessary to reframe a crisis as an 

opportunity presupposes that her listeners — at least some of them — perceived a crisis. 

The view that Anthropology is in crisis is so pervasive that in a piece in American Anthropologist on 

ethnographic methods, coauthored by 16 anthropologists from across the discipline, the authors 

open with (Negrón et al. 2024: 459): 

American anthropology is engaged in a significant self-reckoning that calls for 

big changes to how it is practiced. These changes include (1) recognizing and 

taking seriously the demands to decolonize the ways research is done (Allen & 

Jobson, 2016; Bejarano et al., 2019; Harrison, 2011), (2) addressing precarious 

employment in academic anthropology (Kawa et al., 2019; Platzer & Allison, 

2018; Speakman et al., 2018), and (3) creating a discipline better positioned to 

respond to urgent societal needs (Borofsky, 2018; Brewis et al., 2021; Ingold, 

2018; Jobson, 2020; Rosa & Bonilla, 2017)—all while ensuring that 

anthropology’s unique contributions are recognizable. 

Negrón et al.’s paper emphasizes the importance of learning more ethnographic methods, so this 

opening line is meant to highlight, without controversy, three widely agreed-upon threads in the 

field.  

Overall, the quotations above capture a common sense of crisis in mainstream anthropology. I could 

keep going with pages of examples, especially if I reach beyond the last six years of American 

Anthropologist. Of course, we should worry that this chorus of crisis represents a loud minority within 

the field. Perhaps most anthropologists don’t see a crisis at all?    

To assess this, I turned to a 2019 survey of anthropologists published in Current Anthropology 

(Horowitz et al. 2019), a leading general-topics journal. I’ll discuss the survey in greater detail below, 

but for now, we’ll focus on one question. Anthropologists were asked, on a Likert-type scale, 
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whether they “strongly agree,” “agree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” “disagree,” or “strongly 

disagree” with the statement “Anthropology is undermined today by antiscientific attitudes in the 

discipline.” Of 301 respondents, 288 answered this item, and a majority (54%) either “agreed” or 

“strongly agreed.” That is, most anthropologists (in this survey) felt that the anti-science stance 

taken by their colleagues undermined the field. Even more striking, only 28% of respondents either 

disagreed or “strongly disagreed.” This suggests a nontrivial epistemological divide.3  

Unfortunately, I couldn’t locate survey responses to the statement, “Anthropology is in crisis.” 

However, if a majority feels that their field is being undermined by an epistemological disagreement, 

that suggests a problem.  

When delineating anthropology’s apparent crisis, two claims are often made. First, the number of 

undergraduate majors is declining. Second, securing a tenure-track faculty position after earning a 

PhD in Anthropology has become increasingly challenging. Although published studies exist (Kawa 

et al. 2019; Mackie & Rockwell 2023; Speakman et al. 2018), I wanted up-to-date results, so I looked 

into this myself.   

To measure undergraduate enrollments, I used data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System (IPEDS), collected by the U.S. Department of Education. Unfortunately, the published 

materials don’t break out anthropology separately, so I used the raw data files (Appendix A for links 

and methods).  

Figure 1 summarizes the results (Appendix A provides additional plots). The number of students 

graduating with anthropology degrees has been declining since the early 2010s. In 2007–2008, 

Anthropology produced 8,621 degrees out of nearly 1.6 million students graduating with BAs. In 

2023–2024, 7,321 students earned degrees in Anthropology out of nearly 2 million new BAs. 

Interestingly, Anthropology’s experience in Figure 1 mirrors that of History, English, and Sociology. 

Economics, by contrast, has expanded, though the trend there is nonlinear.  

 

	

3 I discuss certain methodological concerns with this survey related to representativeness below.  
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Figure 1. Number of students graduating with various degrees relative to 2011-2012 and normalized to 100. Based on IPEDS data from 2007–2008 to 

2023–2024. 

For PhD production and placement, the trends are all downward. On PhD production, Speakman et 

al. (2018) report an increase in the number of new Anthropology PhDs from 1985 to 2014. As best I 

can tell, that was the peak or near the peak of production. Appendix B uses the same NSF data 

source and shows a decline from over 500 PhDs per year to about 400 (Figure B.1), which held 

steady from 2021 to 2024. This 22% decline in PhD production between 2014 and 2024 parallels a 

roughly one-third decline in anthropology and archaeology majors between 2011–12 and 2021–22.  

Assessing the employment rate in tenure-track positions for Anthropology PhDs is challenging (see 

Appendix B). Using the AnthroGuide for the professoriate and IPEDS data from the Department of 

Education, Mackie and Rockwell (2023) estimate that 17.1% of Anthropology PhDs eventually 

secure tenure-track jobs: of 10,705 doctorates from 107 programs, 1,829 held tenure-track positions 

in 2019. Half of anthropology programs place fewer than 14% of PhDs in tenure-track jobs.   

Things are even bleaker when we consider how hard it is to secure tenure-track jobs. According to 

the Survey of Earned Doctorates (SED), only 7% of new PhD anthropologists in 2024 had tenure-

track positions lined up at graduation. Roughly one-third have no commitment of any kind — no 

job, no postdoc, still looking — at graduation (Appendix B.4). These estimates have fluctuated year 

to year since 2021 (Table B.2), but there’s no clear recent directional trend.   
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Table 1 compares these figures with other fields available in the survey (Appendix B.3). In 2024, 

Anthropology had the highest percentage of fresh PhDs still seeking employment at graduation 

(34%) and the lowest percentage of PhDs on the tenure track (33%) among those in the academy. 

Crucially, we don’t have History, English, Classics, and the other humanities departments as 

reference points here, but we do have “Area, ethnic, cultural and gender studies,” which performs 

roughly the same as or slightly better than Anthropology on both measures (33.8 vs. 30.5 still 

seeking employment).     

Table 1. Anthropology against the other social sciences, 2024.  

Field or collection Still seeking employment or 
study 

Of those in academe, tenure-
track 

Anthropology 33.8 32.9 

Area, ethnic, cultural and gender studies 30.5 34.6 

Social sciences, other 28.5 41.2 

Public policy analysis 22.6 35.1 

Sociology, demography and population 
studies 

21.0 56.6 

Political science and government 20.6 56.1 

Economics 14.9 69.3 

All social sciences 23.0 52.3 

It’s worth adding to this that, based on AAA data, graduate admissions have been paused at several 

places: PhD admissions paused for 2026–2027 at Chicago, Michigan State, Brown, and George 

Washington; MA/PhD paused at Temple (Aug. 2025); the BA/BS discontinued at UT Arlington 

(May 2026) and Wheaton College MA (July 2025). Likewise, Anthropology departments that have 

recently been dissolved or merged include those at Ithaca College (2021), Illinois Wesleyan (2020), 

Western Michigan (2018), Earlham (Aug. 2026) and North Texas (Sept. 2026). An important next 

step here would be to study the temporal trends in suspensions, closings and mergers.4 

Based on the material presented in this section, I’d like to suggest three conclusions. First, many 

prominent anthropologists believe our field is in crisis (Jobson 2020; Negrón et al. 2024; Santos 

2025b) and are searching for a vision for the field's future. Second, some government officials and 

commentators have developed a dim view of anthropology (Santos 2025a). Notably, these negative 

views haven’t penetrated the general public, aside from broader views of the academy (Gligorić et al. 

	
4 Based on the AAA data, tracked here: https://americananthro.org/anthropology-watch/ 
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2024). The public just doesn’t know much about anthropology, save for concerns about gainful 

employment post-graduation. Finally, the declines in undergraduate interest and PhD production 

point to deterioration. PhD placements are extremely difficult and have likely become even harder.  

Given the field’s evident crises and, at the same time, its openness to “significant self-reckoning” 

(Mullings 2015; Negrón et al. 2024: 459), this report endeavors to open up a discussion on the field’s 

epistemological health. Here, I focus on a set of questions:5  

(1) What are Anthropology’s epistemological commitments, and how heterogeneous are these 

views?  

a. What’s the role of moral and political advocacy in knowledge generation? 

b. Is epistemic diversity, including scientific orientations, tolerated?  

c. What’s the role of methods in preserving anthropology’s knowledge-generating 

processes? 

(2) How have the answers to these questions changed over time? 

This report does not argue that the epistemological changes documented below caused the crisis 

documented above. They may have contributed, but I offer no evidence to directly support that 

suggestion. Rather, this report should be seen as a contribution to the discussion of the field’s “self-

reckoning.” 

Epistemology and Advocacy 
Anthropology has undergone a major epistemological transition over the past half-century. From the 

1960s through the 1970s, most anthropologists viewed the field as a science or a humanistic science 

focused on humans in all their diversity, across geography and through time (D’Andrade 2000; 

Kottak 2006). Successful U.S. departments were “4-field,” covering physical (later biological), 

linguistic, cultural, and archaeological anthropology. Students in sociocultural anthropology were 

trained in ethnographic approaches as well as hypothesis testing, statistics, and rigorous methods. 

Cultural anthropologists conducted ethnographic research using both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, including techniques such as “time allocation” (random “spot checks” on individuals’ 

	
5 This report makes no attempt to explain why anthropology is in crisis. Efforts to establish causal 
connections between changes in epistemological health and the crises highlighted above are well 
beyond the scope of this report. 

https://yougov.com/en-us/articles/53801-what-americans-think-are-the-best-majors-for-students-entering-college
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activities), social network analysis (Mitchell 1974), and structured interviews (e.g., formal elicitation 

techniques for systematically obtaining local categories and concepts (e.g., Berlin et al. 1973)). 

Departments offered courses that trained students in these techniques, and entire books were 

devoted to anthropological methods (Bernard 1988; Johnson 1978; Romney 1994). At the same 

time, anthropologists were compiling, coding, and statistically analyzing quantitative data gleaned 

from decades of fieldwork. In the early 1960s, researchers began to assemble the Ethnographic Atlas 

by coding anthropological studies from hundreds (Murdock 1967) and later thousands of societies. 

This dataset was later filtered and broadened (variables added) to create the Standard Cross-cultural 

Sample, which sought to address statistical concerns related to the independence of observations 

(Murdock & White 1969). In 1949, the Human Relations Area Files compiled an immense collection of 

ethnographic writings stretching back into the 19th century. This allowed researchers to study 

human variation using a broad range of existing codes and to develop their own codes for a rich set 

of ethnographic materials. The HRAF was later expanded and fully annotated under the leadership 

of Mel and Carol Ember (Ember 1983). Both resources are widely used today by researchers, but 

rarely by sociocultural anthropologists.6 

To be clear, the scientific orientation within 20th-century anthropology was always intertwined with 

ideas, approaches and methods from the humanities, including philosophy, history, classics, 

literature and sociology (Geertz 1973; Herskovits 1948; Kottak 2006). Anthropology often saw itself 

as necessarily situated at the nexus of the humanities and the sciences, for how else could it tackle 

the complexities of what it means to be human? For example, Zora Neale Hurston, one of Franz 

Boas’ students, pioneered person-centered ethnography and autoethnography, describing her 

research and life in Haiti, Florida, New Orleans and elsewhere in the U.S. South in both her 

ethnographic work and her novels (Davis & Mitchell 2013).   

In the 1980s, the spread of postmodernist thinking (Rosenau 1991) led not only to a rise in 

interpretive approaches and a decline in the use of scientific epistemologies, including humanistic 

	
6 While few in Anthropology today even know about the Human Relations Area Files or the 
Ethnographic Atlas, both are widely used today outside of anthropology. Economists, for example, 
have fully integrated the Ethnographic Atlas with a broad range of global surveys and economic data 
(Alesina et al. 2011; Michalopoulos & Papaioannou 2013; Nunn & Wantchekon 2009). Economists 
have even addressed classic anthropological critiques of data using modern surveys (Bahrami-Rad et 
al. 2021). Led by psychologists, researchers have constructed “D-Place,” which dramatically expands 
and improves several classic anthropological data sources (Kirby et al. 2016).  

https://hraf.yale.edu/
https://d-place.org/about
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science, but also to a totalizing critique and the eventual rejection (a “discrediting”) of many of the 

discipline’s major intellectual contributions. An emphasis on the roles of power, colonialism, and 

history gradually recombined with a moralizing advocacy that rejected the importance of science, 

with disdain for quantification, hypothesis testing, statistics, formal modeling and any efforts that 

sought to “generalize” or “test” (Allen & Jobson 2016; Scheper-Hughes 1995).7   

To understand the material I’ll present below, it may help to have a clear sense of the emerging 

epistemology within Anthropology that displaced more scientific or empirically driven orientations 

(Horowitz et al. 2019; Yaworsky et al. 2015). This new epistemology evaluates the credibility of 

arguments and evidence (or claims) based on three factors: (1) power (Ortner 2016), (2) 

positionality (Robertson 2002; Rosaldo 1993; Salzman 2002), and (3) ethics (Scheper-Hughes 

1995). Framing an analysis in terms of power differences increases the argument's credibility. Power 

is implicitly treated as the dominant dynamic in any interaction. “Good” arguments reduce a 

complex set of relationships, enmeshed in a deep history, to a simple binary opposition (oppressed 

vs. oppressor) based on race, ethnicity, gender and/or colonial history. Suffering is treated as a 

central experience (Robbins 2013). To quote Professor Ortner (2016: 49):  

Questions of power and inequality have come to dominate the theoretical 

landscape, both at the level of theoretical 'ancestors'... and at the level of the most 

prominent subjects of contemporary research.  

Characterizing the emphasis on power, she further explains that this is “theory that asks us to see 

the world almost entirely in terms of power, exploitation, and chronic pervasive inequality.” Linking 

to Foucault, Professor Ortner (2016:50) suggests that the emerging work offers a “virtually totalizing 

theory of a world in which power is in every crevice of life.” Later, I will show that Professor 

	
7 Allen and Jobson (2016: 134) disparagingly refer to scientific cultural anthropology by writing, 
“The 1990s were characterized by a resurgent positivism that oriented academic knowledge 
production toward quantifiable data and measurable outcomes. In a Thatcherian milieu in 
which “there is no alternative,” the nineties marked the apparent decisive victory of Western 
capitalist democracy and its economic doctrine of neoliberalism.” [emphasis mine] For the non-
insiders, calling someone a “positivist” or referring to “positivism” is a way of ‘othering’ them 
(Roscoe 1995). It’s pejorative; to my knowledge, no contemporary sociocultural anthropologist 
refers to themselves as a “positivist” — notably, there was a cadre of archeologists in the 1960s and 
1970s who self-identified as such (Watson et al. 1971). It seems to be used to avoid saying, “science” 
or “scientist,” because it’s harder to attach a negative valence to those terms.      
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Ortner’s qualitative reading of this history, in which she has been a central contributor, is supported 

by an analysis of abstracts in American Anthropologist.8 

Within this binary power frame, the author’s positionality also contributes to the credibility of 

arguments and evidence (Robertson 2002; Rosaldo 1993; Salzman 2002). The greater the speaker’s 

social proximity to the populations or groups defined as ‘the oppressed,’ the greater the credibility 

assigned to the argument. ‘Proximity’ based on race, ethnicity, and gender is prioritized. In many 

contexts, anthropologists are essentially required to explicitly establish their positionality. For 

example, in arguing that archaeologists need to shift their focus from a general effort to reconstruct 

the past to an explicit focus on helping marginalized communities, Professor Kisha Supernant 

establishes her positionality in her 2023 keynote address to the American Anthropological 

Association (2024: 396):   

My perspective is grounded in my position as a Métis woman, an anthropological 

archaeologist, a mother, and someone with deep responsibilities to my relatives in 

the lands we now call Canada (Supernant, 2020a). While I will tell some difficult 

truths in this paper, it is my sincere hope that when facing down the specter of 

transition, we see possibilities, not insurmountable barriers. We see different 

possible futures, not the bleakness of the apocalyptic void. But truth first. 

Researchers or anyone classified as ‘distant’ from the oppressed group based on race, gender, 

ethnicity or sexual orientation are discouraged from offering a view. If they do, it’s often met with 

skepticism or even disdain and given little credibility unless it aligns with the views already expressed 

by someone with high positionality (Salzman 2002). 

Finally, many anthropologists are remarkably clear that the ‘ethics’ of the argument matter. The 

credibility of research projects, arguments and evidence depends on assessments of how much they 

might help or harm the groups or populations defined as ‘oppressed’ within the binary power frame. 

As I’ll show below, the field’s leaders, published in the flagship journal, continue to call for the 

entire field to devote itself to ‘ethics,’ meaning that scholarship should be built around advocacy. 

This effectively taboos, devalues, or discredits many topics — anything that doesn’t explicitly benefit 

	
8 This tripartite framework integrates several distinct intellectual trends. A few strains of 
“postmodernism” play a role, but the tripartite I offer was formed in part by rejecting aspects of 
postmodernism (Allen & Jobson 2016; Mattingly & Throop 2018; Scheper-Hughes 1995).    
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the group in a way they — the group — recognize. Possible ‘harm’ here includes research that could 

be maliciously misinterpreted by others, outside of the academy, to say something different than it 

actually says (Fuentes 2022).   

In her classic piece, “The Primacy of the Ethical: Propositions for a Militant Anthropology,” 

Professor Scheper-Hughes suggests that anthropology shift from “observation” to “witnessing.” 

This shift, she argues, aligns anthropology with moral philosophy rather than the natural sciences. 

She explains (Scheper-Hughes 1995: 419):  

Witnessing, the anthropologist as companheira, is in the active voice, and it 

positions the anthropologist inside human events as a responsive, reflexive, and 

morally committed being, one who will “take sides” and make judgments, 

though this flies in the face of the anthropological nonengagement with either 

ethics or politics… The fearless spectator [observer] is accountable to “science”; 

the witness is accountable to history. [Brackets and emphasis are mine.] 

To establish the ethical foundation for this enterprise, Professor Scheper-Hughes explains: 

To speak of the “primacy of the ethical” is to suggest certain transcendent, 

transparent, and essential, if not “precultural,” first principles.  

The departure from cultural relativism is stark and explicit. 

Professor Scheper-Hughes’ piece became incredibly influential in the field over the next three 

decades. Its themes, imagery and metaphors continue to resonate in today’s work (as we’ll see). The 

piece inspired many young scholars to ‘militantly’ pursue an anthropology centered on “the ethical” 

and rooted in those “precultural” and “transcendent” values; it freed them from the shackles of 

cultural relativism and allowed them to go “barefoot” (shedding all vestiges of ‘science’).   

Despite its longer-term impact, the immediate reaction from the invited commentators, including 

several luminaries in the field, was decidedly mixed. For example, in responding to Professor 

Scheper-Hughes’ ‘target’ article in Current Anthropology, the anthropologist Jonathan Friedman 

describes the approach as a vision in which “The world is totally categorized into the powerless, the 

powerful, and the lackeys of the powerful... The vision is vaguely marxist in inspiration but diluted as 

well as transformed into descriptive categories, good guys and bad guys... our ethics is part of a 

colossal and, I dare say, systemic self-delusion” (Friedman in Scheper-Hughes, 1995: 422). 
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To show how the rubber meets the epistemic road a few decades later, the following case illustrates 

how the roles of ‘positionality’ and ‘ethics’ operate. A “freshly minted PhD” received a ‘revise and 

resubmit’ decision from a prestigious anthropology journal. Her manuscript focused on survivors of 

physical and sexual violence in Dalit communities in India. The editor highlighted an important 

comment from one of the reviewers (Fuchs 2025: 103):  

The author works with women from a marginalized community that she does not 

belong to. These women have experienced physical and sexual violence …I 

want to know what qualifies the author to write about these experiences. Do they 

have any first-hand knowledge of such violence that allows them to relate to 

these women on a personal level? [I’m quoting from Fuchs’ paper; she’s quoting 

from her reviews; emphasis mine]  

The young PhD reports that “To make the paper of “publishable quality,” the editor asked me to 

explain which aspects of my own “positionality” allowed me to empathize with interlocutors who 

had lived through sexual violence.” The young scholar had already explained in her manuscript that 

although she was of European heritage, she had grown up in an Indian village, spoke Hindi fluently, 

and had conducted two years of research. She also discussed caste dynamics, since she was 

researching violence in communities that were formerly ‘untouchable’ within the caste system. 

Despite having grown up in India and done extensive fieldwork, she knew, “that in this context my 

European background necessarily invoked difficult considerations around representation, privilege, 

and ethnographic authority.” 

In considering the editor’s request, Fuchs explains that she really needed to publish a paper in a top 

journal (it’s “publish or perish,” to use her words), but she didn’t want to disclose her experience of 

sexual violence. She assesses the editor’s epistemology as follows: 

… I can only fathom that it was rooted in the assumption that identifying me as 

a survivor of violence would accomplish two things. First, it would highlight the 

psychological kinship between me and my interlocutors, which would render my 

project inherently “ethical”: if I were a victim too then the power dynamics 

rooted in other aspects of my identity would be neutralized [European 

heritage?]. Second, the similarities of my own lived experience would lend 

credence to my ethnographic interpretations. [Brackets and emphasis are 

mine.] 
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So, the editor and at least one reviewer felt that this ‘extra’ positionality, obtained by essentially 

compelling the ethnographer to disclose their own horrible experience, could make this paper 

worthy of publication in a top-tier journal. In short, they felt that closer ‘positionality’ improved the 

paper’s epistemic credibility and tackled an apparent ethical shortcoming by reducing the power 

differential between the ethnographer and the people she was engaging with.9 

This tripartite epistemological shift has been unfolding for decades (D’Andrade 2000; Kuper & 

Marks 2011; Scheper-Hughes 1995). Indeed, what some now call ‘cancel culture’ has been thriving in 

anthropology at least since the 1990s. In 1995, in a piece paired with the contribution from 

Professor Scheper-Hughes described above, the anthropologist Roy D’Andrade (a member of the 

National Academy of Sciences) turned his ethnographic eye on his own discipline. Professor 

D’Andrade explains that moral criticisms of fellow anthropologists, often aggressive and intolerant, 

are now commonplace (D’Andrade 1995). He notes that such personal criticisms have become so 

normalized that intemperate accusations against colleagues now pass unnoticed, with journal editors 

permitting authors to create a climate of “denunciation and rage.” He wryly notes, “The true enemy 

of society turns out to be that guy in the office down the hall” (D’Andrade 1995a: 408) and explains 

how this climate of intimidation is causing scientifically-oriented anthropologists to flee the 

discipline.  

An important question is whether these epistemological disagreements reflect the normal course of 

spirited academic debate or something else. Perhaps this is healthy disagreement; maybe 

D’Andrade’s personal experience and ethnographic observations of his own field are off target? 

Departmental Fractures, Scientific Extinctions and the Big Sort 
The epistemological shifts within Anthropology led to multiple organizational ruptures in the 

discipline, splitting departments both formally and informally. Relentless accusations and 

condemnations of the work of once-prestigious elders reshuffled the field. Esteemed members of 

the anthropological community were forced out of their departments, retired early, or felt compelled 

to disengage (Calcagno 2003). Professor Kimball Romney, another member of the National 

Academy of Sciences, retired in 1995 from the Anthropology Department but continued to work 

	

9 There’s a growing literature on this phenomenon, coercive disclosure (Gani & Khan 2024; Oswald 
2024). 
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and publish extensively as an affiliate of the Institute for Mathematical Behavior Sciences. 

D’Andrade left UCSD’s storied department, which he helped build, for the warmer climate at the 

University of Connecticut. Scientific extinctions or near-extinctions in Anthropology can be 

observed at several places, including UC Irvine, Princeton, Stanford, and the University of British 

Columbia. At Berkeley, some fled into the Department of Integrative Biology. On the flip side, there 

are a few departments that focus exclusively or nearly exclusively on scientific epistemology, such as 

Pennsylvania State University and the University of Utah.      

The recent events in the Anthropology Department at Emory University illustrate the devastating 

impact of these ruptures. In the 1980s, Emory had developed a highly successful program based on 

a ‘biocultural model’ that maintained roughly half cultural anthropologists and half biological 

anthropologists. Around 2020, the department suffered a major rupture surrounding ideological and 

epistemological differences that surfaced especially during hiring decisions. Eventually, the cultural 

anthropologists, who held a small numerical majority, began holding separate faculty meetings and 

eventually passed a vote of ‘no confidence’ in the chair, a biological anthropologist. The tense 

atmosphere led to a series of faculty and staff departures. Seven faculty members either moved their 

appointments (and offices) to other departments within Emory (Psychology, Data and Decision 

Sciences, African American Studies, and Russian and East Asian Languages and Cultures) or fled to 

other universities. These departures included three influential senior biological anthropologists and 

four cultural anthropologists. In addition, several retirements were hastened by the unhealthy 

departmental climate. The department’s future remains uncertain, though things have settled down.10 

In some places, epistemological coalitions on each side of these fissures were well matched enough 

to pursue and secure official administrative restructurings. Some of these splits, sparked by high-

profile confrontations, made headlines in The Washington Post and other leading news outlets. Here, I 

list five: 

1) Duke University (1988): In 1988-1989, Duke’s Anthropology Department split into 

‘Cultural Anthropology,’ which remained in Trinity College (Arts and Sciences) and 

‘Biological Anthropology and Anatomy’ in the Medical School (an existing department was 

	
10 This is based on interviews with four faculty members in the department. Note: I was hired as a 
cultural anthropologist at Emory University in 2002 and was offered tenure there in 2006. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1997/06/01/cases-of-denied-tenure-stir-storm-at-stanford/e56dcce6-61e4-4cbc-b4d6-019ca464bfea/
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renamed). Later, this department moved to Trinity College and was renamed ‘Evolutionary 

Anthropology.’ These two departments persist today at Duke.11  

2) Stanford University (1998): In 1998, Stanford’s Anthropology Department could no longer 

function across the growing epistemological divide. Tenure cases and hires became 

increasingly acrimonious. In one case, a future president of the AAA, Akhil Gupta, was 

denied tenure by the dean. The humanistic anthropologists accused the administration of 

ideological bias against their scholarship, and protest letters flowed in (Professor Gupta’s 

appeal eventually overturned the dean’s decision). Anthropology soon split into two 

departments, ‘Anthropological Sciences’ and ‘Cultural and Social Anthropology.’ After nine 

years, Stanford forcibly reconstituted the two departments back into a single department 

(without consultation). Of the seven junior faculty in Anthropological Sciences at the time of 

the re-merger, only two were granted tenure. Both would eventually leave the department.12 

3) Columbia University (2001): This is the Anthropology Department where Franz Boas, the 

father of American Anthropology, built the 4-field model — covering the cultural, 

biological, linguistic and archaeological dimensions of human diversity — that served as the 

template for Anthropology’s subsequent ascendancy. Graduates of Columbia’s program 

dominated American Anthropology for much of the 20th century (e.g., Mead, Lowie, 

Herskovits, Benedict, Harris, etc.). Nevertheless, in 2001, the biological anthropologists 

moved into the Department of Ecology, Evolution and Environmental Biology — a rare 

new department at Columbia.    

4) Harvard University (2009): In 2009, Harvard formalized an existing informal division of 

the Anthropology Department into three largely autonomous areas: the sociocultural, 

biological and archaeological “wings.” The informal and formal splits were underpinned by 

long-simmering epistemological differences that periodically bubbled up in hostilities. The 

biological anthropologists and one archaeologist left to form a new department, Human 

Evolutionary Biology (HEB). Within Harvard’s administrative structure, HEB sits in the 

natural sciences, while Anthropology remains in the social sciences. This arrangement 

	
11 Details here assembled from a Duke colleague, Duke’s website and Calcagno (2003). 
12 This is based on press reports: the Post, Stanford Magazine and Inside Higher Ed as well as 
several discussions with Stanford faculty members.  

https://mcarchives.duke.edu/biological-anthropology-anatomy
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1997/06/01/cases-of-denied-tenure-stir-storm-at-stanford/e56dcce6-61e4-4cbc-b4d6-019ca464bfea/
https://stanfordmag.org/contents/divided-they-stand
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2007/02/06/forced-anthropology-merger
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persists today. The split illustrates the role of epistemology. HEB faculty and students study 

behavior and culture (e.g., religion, shamanism, technology and kinship) by combining 

anthropological ethnography with observational and experimental tools from across the 

social and biological sciences. The department now includes geneticists, neuroscientists, 

paleoecologists and human biologists focused on the question of what makes us human.13  

Given the administrative obstacles to creating new departments simply because faculty members 

can’t get along epistemologically, another common outcome involves the negotiation of internal, 

informal agreements to operate independently or semi-independently; these represent informal 

departmental splits. Below are the informal splits I’ve identified and partially documented. I offer 

Table 2 as a working document, as I likely missed other departments with informal splits and haven’t 

fully standardized the details. In all the cases I’ve looked at, departments seem to gradually 

implement greater independence over time — the schism widens. Cases in which integration was 

reestablished after a split would be instructive, but I couldn’t locate any. 

 

	
13 This is based on interviews with my own colleagues who lived through the split as well as 
contemporaneous press reports. To my colleagues, thanks for your patience! I didn’t arrive at 
Harvard until 2015. 

https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2005/6/8/bio-anthro-profs-seek-own-dept-the/?print=1.
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Table 2. Important departments that split informally into 
semiautonomous areas or wings14 

 

Institution Structure Notes 

UC Davis 

1998 Two self-described "wings": Evolutionary (biological 
anthropologists and archaeologists) and Sociocultural, with 
separate PhD programs — PhD in Evolutionary 
Anthropology, MA in Evolutionary Anthropology, PhD in 
Sociocultural Anthropology. 

Archaeology sits on the evolutionary 
side, unlike most other cases.  

Rutgers 

2005: Some cultural anthropologists asked the dean to appoint 
a likeminded chair. The new chair developed two graduate 
tracks: "Critical Interventions in Theory and Ethnography" 
(CITE) and "Human Evolutionary Sciences" (HES). There’s a 
separate Center for Human Evolutionary Studies. 

Divide is explicitly epistemology, not 
‘biological’ vs. ‘cultural.’  

New 
Mexico 

1975: formally organized into four subfields, each with its own 
programs. 1992: Human Evolutionary Ecology added as a fifth 
subfield (the Kaplan / Hill / Hurtado group). 2007: HEE 
merges with Biological Anthropology into "Evolutionary 
Anthropology," leaving three.  

Human Behavioral Ecology did not 
cleanly fit inside biological 
anthropology. 

UC Santa 
Barbara 

2008: Graduate admission is to one of three fields: 
Archaeology, Integrative Anthropological Sciences, or 
Sociocultural Anthropology. No cross-field training, but 
students do take a proseminar with all 4 fields present. 

Integrative Anthropological Sciences 
is explicitly epistemological, not 
topical. IAS houses the Center for 
Evolutionary Psychology and the 
Evolutionary Anthropology and 
Biodemography group.  

UCLA 

2016 UCLA stopped requiring all grad students to take a course 
in each subfield and each subfield designed its own 
requirements. This effectively ended 4-field training. Since at 
least the 1990s, subfields operated autonomously on courses, 
teaching schedule and grad admissions.  

Informants don’t think any subfield 
would block another subfield hire, 
but a dept vote is still required.  

 

These formal and informal splits across U.S. Anthropology Departments illustrate the magnitude of 

these epistemological differences. To assess how unusual such splits are in other disciplines, I 

queried my co-authors on this report. No one was aware of similar splits within their disciplines. 

This topic warrants deeper exploration.  

Anthropology's rambunctious nature has led to some creative and successful solutions. In 2005, at 

Arizona State University, the Department of Anthropology was dissolved into the School of Human 

	

14 This table was assembled with help from colleagues who are or were in the departments. 
Consistent with the policy stated above, I thank them anonymously.  

https://www.ucdavis.edu/news/faculty-and-deans-brainstorm-future
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Evolution and Social Change (SHESC) — explicitly framed at the time as ASU's answer to “the 

longstanding problem in anthropology.” At the time, at least one member of the AAA’s executive 

board predicted dire failure, but the last two decades have shown stunning success. SHESC houses 

the Institute of Human Origins and can boast of having six members of the National Academy of 

Sciences (including three anthropologists who study culture), one MacArthur Genius (also a cultural 

anthropologist), and the most funding of any Anthropological Unit in the U.S. 15 

For a variety of reasons, these splits tend to separate faculty in biological and evolutionary 

anthropology from those in sociocultural anthropology. But as Stanford’s split makes clear, these are 

epistemological differences, not primarily differences in topical interests. There’s always 

heterogeneity, but one coalition in these fractures tends to apply scientific standards to the study of 

humans. The other coalition tends to include scholars who prefer interpretive approaches, 

emphasize advocacy, and avoid quantification, formal theory (mathematical models) and hypothesis 

testing in their work. This sorting means that today cultural anthropology is heavily influenced by 

scholars who show little concern for separating moral and ethical commitments from knowledge 

generation, which often implies reliance on quantitative, systematic, and replicable methods. 

However, since they represent the majority in most departments and thus naturally shape hiring and 

tenure (producing a filter), there’s a tendency for at least some biological anthropologists to signal 

these commitments — as we’ll see below.   

To assess how this has shaped departments, Table 3 presents the distributions of three subfields 

across the top 12 departments. Linguistic anthropologists are few and are included within 

sociocultural anthropology. I arrived at these 12 by combining the EduRank and QS departmental 

rankings and including only U.S. programs. This focus on the top departments is partially justified 

by the fact that a substantial share of all faculty hires in the field across U.S. institutions goes to PhD 

graduates from these departments. Appendix C details the methods used to compile this table. Note: 

I had to rely on the information available on university websites, so the table may contain some 

errors. 

 

	
15 See HERD funding and here, which discusses Rob Capriccioso’s report in Inside Higher Ed. 

https://news.asu.edu/20251229-science-and-technology-research-expenditures-ranking-underscores-asus-dramatic-growth
https://savageminds.org/2005/11/11/asu-turns-a-department-into-a-school/
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Table 3. Department distribution across subfields 

Department Total Socio-
cultural Arch Bio % Socio-

cultural % Arch % Bio 

Michigan 42 25 10 7 59.5 23.8 16.7 

UCLA 38 21 9 8 55.3 23.7 21.1 

Berkeley 26 17 8 1 65.4 30.8 3.8 

NYU 25 15 4 6 60.0 16.0 24.0 

Chicago 23 18 5 0 78.3 21.7 0.0 

Yale 23 11 6 6 47.8 26.1 26.1 

UNC Chapel Hill 21 14 4 3 66.7 19.0 14.3 

U Washington 20 8 6 6 40.0 30.0 30.0 

Harvard 19 10 9 0 52.6 47.4 0.0 

Stanford 17 12 5 0 70.6 29.4 0.0 

Princeton 13 12 0 1 92.3 0.0 7.7 

Johns Hopkins 9 8 1 0 88.9 11.1 0.0 

All 12 
departments 276 171 67 38 62.0 24.3 13.8 

 

Based on this list, sociocultural anthropologists dominate the field, holding 62% of the positions. 

Biological anthropologists represent 14% of the field, and archaeologists about one-quarter. 

However, biological anthropologists are unequally distributed. Of the top 12 departments, five have 

no more than one biological anthropologist. Of the 38 biological anthropologists, most are 

concentrated in a handful of departments, mainly at Michigan, UCLA, Yale, NYU, and the 

University of Washington. Of course, Harvard lacks biological anthropology because of the 

departmental split described above. 

An important question is to what extent these elite schools represent the field. Looking ahead, the 

programs most successful at placing their PhDs in PhD-granting Anthropology departments are 

Chicago, Harvard, Michigan, and UC Berkeley, in that order. UCLA, which ranks eighth on that list, 

places only one PhD for every three that Chicago places (Kawa et al. 2019).  

Recent High-Profile Statements 
A key question is whether political advocacy is considered central to anthropological scholarship. To 

assess this, I began by reviewing all presidential and keynote addresses published since 2013 at the 

annual American Anthropological Association meetings. This yielded seven presidential addresses 
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and one keynote. Note: AAA Presidents serve two years, and I couldn’t locate published addresses 

for all past presidents or keynote speakers.   

After closely reading each, I coded them for (1) their vision of anthropology, (2) any relevant 

epistemological statements and (3) references to political advocacy. Relevant quotations from each 

are provided in Appendix D.  

As we might expect, these important and articulate scholars show a diverse range of views on the 

field’s best direction, the role of science and the centrality of political advocacy. For example, in her 

2015 address, President Mullings first points out that “to analyze the politics of knowledge 

production and to address the hegemonic view of history is not to suggest that all narratives are 

equal or that history and science do not exist.” She then argues that “the postmodern turn, while 

exposing some important shortcomings of the traditional cannon and presenting an intriguing 

critique, tended to neutralize the study of power and dampen the activist trend in anthropology.” 

She closes with a call for “politically-engaged scholarship.”  

In his 2021 presidential address, Professor Akhil Gupta defines a vision for anthropology (Gupta & 

Stoolman 2022):  

Such a critical reappraisal is necessary in order to shake us out of our 

complacency about racial questions and to start the process of changing current 

practices and imagining different futures. Even today, anthropology is an 

outlier among the social sciences (economics, political science, sociology, 

psychology) because its political project is to challenge the culturally 

dominant commonsense of capitalist consumerism, and that is one reason 

among many for why it struggles to gain traction in the public sphere. From 

cultural critique to opposing neoliberalism, many of the positions taken for 

granted within the discipline find little or no resonance in the hegemonic social 

order in the United States. [emphasis mine]  

In assessing what counts as valued scholarship, President Gupta asks: 

In evaluating what is considered “good” research, why do we not place more 

value on how our research benefits the communities where we work? 
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He emphasizes that we shouldn’t assume that the standard anthropological approach to data 

collection, which he labels the “resource extraction” model, offers better results than a model based 

on “care, witnessing and, dense relationality of goals.” He notes that: 

The “outcome” of such research may not be measurable by tangible outputs 

(“deliverables”), such as journal articles, films, or museum exhibits, but it may 

result in greater well-being, sustainability, or community bonding. 

Not all anthropologists agreed with President Gupta’s vision, epistemology or his integration of 

political advocacy. In a Letter of Concern posted internally on the AAA’s official website in 2022, 17 

anthropologists from across the discipline expressed their concerns about an increasingly politicized 

field, laden with a moral orthodoxy that “brooks no dissent:”    

The strength of anthropology is its attempt to understand diverse groups of 

people, to present them in an even-handed and compassionate way, while 

acknowledging evidence that may contradict the scholar’s own beliefs. We are 

concerned, however, that many anthropologists have openly abandoned these 

commitments and are unwilling to permit the viewpoint diversity that is essential 

for all healthy academic environments. Instead, much of the field promotes a 

politicized anthropology that is committed to a particular ideological paradigm 

that brooks no dissent. This creates a toxic environment of censorship, 

ostracism, and ultimately poor scholarship, that alienates us further from a 

public that is already predisposed to distrust academics, particularly the social 

sciences and humanities. In this environment, anthropology suffers both 

internally, as many of its practitioners fear their colleagues and engage in self-

censorship, and externally, as its influence is diminished and its findings ignored. 

In general, our discipline is harmed when its members act as a political interest 

group that attempts to exclude others. Freedom of expression is vital to the 

pursuit of truth. 

While this Letter of Concern was published internally (not publicly accessible), a response to it was 

published in the flagship journal. The biological anthropologist (now tenured), Professor Fernando 

Villanea offers the following in a commentary, addressing both Gupta’s vision and the Letter of 

Concern: 

https://reorientinghighered.substack.com/p/letter-of-concern-on-anthropology
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This is the message I wish the entire anthropological community to hear: the core 

academic value of anthropology is not the pursuit of truth, because all truth is 

subjective. Conversely, there are millions of people who are adversely affected by 

the subjective version of truth we choose to tell. That is the objective reality, and 

so our core value should instead be to serve their interests. [emphasis mine]  

President Gupta’s views are not only shared by biological anthropologists like Professor Villanea but 

also by prominent cultural anthropologists and archaeologists. Professor Santos, who was 

mentioned above, put it concisely: 

The ethnographic snapshots offered here, like many, chronicle the suffering of a 

people. However, like all ethnographies, their goal is not voyeurism but 

advocacy.  

In her 2023 Keynote address at a joint meeting of the American Anthropological Association and 

the Canadian Anthropology Society (CASCA), the archeologist Kisha Supernant (2024) observes:  

Anthropology is a discipline that is always in a state of transition and becoming, 

but the current moment has a sense of being a tipping point, a crisis, a sea 

change. Whether a case for letting anthropology burn (Jobson, 2020) or a call to 

decolonize anthropology (Gupta & Stoolman, 2022), the conversations happening 

in the field are coalescing around the need for change at a scale we have 

rarely faced before. In the current reality, people are desperate for futurities 

beyond late modernity, beyond the climate crisis, beyond the crush of neoliberal 

capitalism, beyond the ongoing violences of colonialism, and beyond the limits of 

Western knowledge…  

It is no longer sufficient to say anthropology should do no more harm; rather, it 

should  be working to redress those past harms for which it is directly 

responsible or in which it is complicit … [emphasis mine] 

It’s important to note that, in describing the four chambers of archeology’s heart, Professor 

Supernant does indeed emphasize “rigor” alongside care, emotion and relation, explaining: 

The fourth chamber is rigor, included to counter the misconception that heart-

centered practice lacks scientific rigor. We emphasize that all systems of 

knowledge possess internal rigor. Indigenous knowledge systems, for instance, 
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uphold specific protocols governing the acquisition, transfer, and maintenance of 

knowledge (Kimmerer, 2013). Rigor also applies to the careful and deliberate use 

of scientific techniques. 

Overall, her address powerfully drives home the need to use archaeological techniques to locate the 

children lost during Canada’s forced residential school program. Perhaps there’s a distinction here 

between something archaeologists should do vs. what the focus of archaeology as a discipline should 

be? 

Both Professor Supernant and President Gupta referenced a high-impact paper by the Chicago 

anthropologist Ryan Jobson, titled “The Case for Letting Anthropology Burn: Sociocultural 

Anthropology in 2019.” As noted above, the paper was deemed so important that the Wenner-Gren 

Foundation partnered with UCLA to organize an online conference around it.  

Professor Jobson, following others, asserts that anthropology is inextricably intertwined with the 

history of slavery in the United States. He argues that anthropology is built on the “liberal human 

subject” (“as a foil”). He criticizes current efforts to decolonize anthropology through hiring, 

citation justice and related measures as essentially cosmetic attempts to restore the status quo. At its 

core, he argues, the field separates researchers from research by using concepts like “fieldwork” to 

create distance and by endowing researchers with a special status as autonomous, rational observers. 

Jobson, following Sylvia Wynter, calls for a radical humanism that recognizes the centrality of the 

plantation in our concept of “human,” rejects the centrality of property (notions of ownership), 

‘decenters’ the autonomous rational individual (emphasizing relationality, entanglement, etc.), and 

recognizes humans as heterogeneous and open-ended.   

Once anthropology burns to the ground, Jobson proposes building a new field in the ruins, focused 

on (1) “bearing witness,” (2) “thick solidarity” with the oppressed, and (3) an egalitarian system 

within anthropology (tearing down the “structures of inequality” within the field). ‘Bearing witness’ 

involves describing people’s suffering and, crucially, telling their stories as they want them told. 

“Thick solidarity,” in contrast to Geertz’s famous call for “thick description,” argues that 

anthropologists should facilitate the goals of those they study (and nothing more). The piece calls 

for clear, publicly accessible writing to carry these messages far and wide.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ScNbIWCRR4I
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Finally, Jobson highlights the inequality within Anthropology, pointing to the dominance of a small 

number of institutions (e.g., Chicago) and superstar individuals. Jobson makes the case for creating a 

discipline rooted in political advocacy, fully implementing the epistemology described above.  

The material in this section shows that some past presidents and leading anthropologists place 

political advocacy at the forefront of disciplines that value scholarship for non-epistemic qualities — 

specifically, its achievement of political objectives. The current AAA president, Carolyn Rouse, was 

recently asked in an interview whether she agreed with the quotation from President Gupta above. 

She declined to “agree or disagree with Akhil.” 

Now, it may be that these high-profile anthropologists — invited to give keynotes (Supernant), 

solicited to publish in the flagship journal (Jobson), and elected AAA President (Gupta) — are 

outliers and in no way represent a major thread in the field. Maybe the 17 anthropologists on the 

Letter of Concern are out to lunch? 

Survey Evidence on Epistemic Commitments 
To broaden our scope beyond high-profile contributors and AAA presidents in the flagship journal, 

we turn to efforts to survey the field. In 2019, a leading journal in the field — Current Anthropology — 

published an article titled “Anthropology’s Science Wars.” This paper presents survey data on the 

views of academic anthropologists (Horowitz et al., 2019). The researchers contacted a verified list 

of 1,553 anthropology professors, 19% of whom responded (301 responses). Biological 

anthropologists and archaeologists are overrepresented in the responses, while cultural and linguistic 

anthropologists are underrepresented. Consequently, we’ll present all results broken down by 

subfield. Keep in mind that Table 3 shows that 62% of anthropologists in the top U.S. programs are 

sociocultural or linguistic anthropologists, while only 14% are biological anthropologists.   

A low response rate of 19% isn’t ideal and could bias the results. In my judgment, the 

anthropologists least likely to respond were those who most dislike quantifying human behavior and 

reducing people’s complex views to statistics. The relatively higher response rate among biological 

anthropologists and archaeologists is consistent with this. Of course, the sample may also be biased 

toward those with grievances against the field.  

As explained above, participants were asked to respond to a list of statements with “strongly agree,” 

“agree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” “disagree,” or “strongly disagree.” To keep things simple, 

following the authors, I’ll clump “strongly agree” and “agree” together, labeling it “agree,” and 

https://reorientinghighered.substack.com/p/letter-of-concern-on-anthropology
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OLHNAP
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clump “strongly disagree” and “disagree” together, calling it “disagree.” Occasionally, I’ll refer to 

those who are “unsure,” meaning they marked “neither agree nor disagree.” 

For the crucial statement, “Advocacy and fieldwork should be kept as separate as possible to 

help protect the objectivity of the research,” only 21% of cultural anthropologists agreed. 

Strikingly, 79% felt they couldn’t agree with that statement, though only 55% explicitly disagreed. 

Apparently, a quarter of cultural anthropologists aren’t sure how they feel about this statement. On 

the biological and archaeological sides, majorities of 54% and 51% agreed, while 29% and 38% 

disagreed, respectively. These results highlight differences between the subfields, but they also show 

substantial disagreement within them: only slightly more than half of biological and archaeological 

anthropologists believe we need to separate advocacy from data collection.  

Regarding the statement, “Anthropology is undermined today by antiscientific attitudes in the 

discipline,” most biological anthropologists (85%) and archaeologists (60%) agreed. Only 4% of 

biological anthropologists disagreed, leaving 11% unsure. By contrast, only 31% of cultural 

anthropologists agreed; 47% disagreed, and 22% were unsure.  

Regarding the statement, “Science is just one way of knowing, no more valid or accurate than 

other approaches to knowledge,” the survey shows that a majority of biological anthropologists 

and archaeologists disagreed (85% and 63%, respectively), whereas only a minority of cultural 

anthropologists disagreed (46%). Agreement rates were 29%, 22%, and 8% for cultural, 

archaeological, and biological respondents, respectively.  

Regarding the related statement, “On the whole, traditional indigenous knowledge regarding 

medicine or cosmology is no less “true” than modern scientific explanations,” only a minority 

of cultural anthropologists (31%) and archaeologists (37%) disagreed. By contrast, 63% of biological 

anthropologists disagreed. Here, there’s ample uncertainty, with 31% and 32% of archaeologists and 

cultural anthropologists responding that they were unsure. Only 17% of biological anthropologists 

were unsure.  

We can use the material in Table 3 to perform a back-of-the-envelope calculation to get a sense of 

what this might tell us about the field broadly (or the future of the field). The percentages in this 

table adjust the subfield-specific percentage above based on the data in Table 3. 
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Table 4. Aggregating up to characterize elite Anthropology 

# Questions Agree Disagree 

1 Advocacy and fieldwork should be kept as separate as possible to help 
protect the objectivity of the research  32.9 47.3 

2 Anthropology is undermined today by antiscientific attitudes in the 
discipline 45.53 35.281 

3 Science is just one way of knowing, no more valid or accurate than 
other approaches to knowledge 24.673 55.559 

4 On the whole, traditional indigenous knowledge regarding medicine or 
cosmology are no less “true” than modern scientific explanations 33.476 36.905 

Table 4 offers only a rough guide for a couple of reasons. First, as I noted above, the survey behind 

these numbers had only a 19% response rate, so response bias could skew the numbers. It’s 

plausible that the anthropologists who most disfavor quantification, statistics and science (reducing 

people to numbers) are less likely to respond. Second, to assess the size of the subfield, I’m using the 

top 12 U.S. Anthropology programs. This may overrepresent some subfields, perhaps those that 

demand laboratories, as in archaeology and biological anthropology. So, these numbers are most 

applicable to what we might call Elite Anthropology.  

With these caveats in mind, let’s summarize Table 4: 

1. Only one-third of anthropologists agree that “advocacy” and “fieldwork” should be 

kept as separate as possible to help protect the “objectivity” of research. Indeed, 

President Gupta (above) seemed to suggest that advocacy should be used as a 

criterion for judging “good” work.   

2. More anthropologists agree than disagree that antiscientific attitudes are 

“undermining” their discipline. 

3. About one-quarter of anthropologists feel that science is no more valid or accurate 

than other epistemologies. Another fifth aren’t sure.   

4. About a third of anthropologists agree that traditional knowledge regarding medicine 

and cosmology is “no less true” than modern scientific explanations. Slightly more 

disagree with this, and about 30% express uncertainty.   

If the representational biases I propose above hold, these percentages offer lower bounds. Given the 

suggested biases, no more than one-third of anthropologists think “advocacy” and “fieldwork” 
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should be kept separate. The rate of disagreement about the negative impact of antiscientific 

attitudes is likely higher. Probably somewhat more than one-quarter of anthropologists feel that 

science is no more valid than other epistemologies, and more than a third probably confirm that 

traditional knowledge about medicine and the cosmos is no less true than what their colleagues are 

selling over in the natural sciences. Future work should endeavor to establish a more representative 

view of the field, though getting anthropologists to respond to surveys is challenging. 

In light of all this, it is worth noting that today references to “science” remain on the AAA website, 

and anthropology as science was referenced in some presidential addresses (Tables D.1 and D.2). In 

2010, there was an effort to remove “science” from the American Anthropological Association’s 

long-range plan. You can read about this in the New York Times. In the end, references to “science” 

were preserved. The survey above asked about this effort specifically. Large majorities of biological 

anthropologists and archaeologists felt canceling ‘science’ wasn’t worthwhile. Cultural 

anthropologists went the other way, with only 49% concurring with the majority of their colleagues 

in the other subfields and some 31% expressing uncertainty.  

Changing Methods in Anthropology  
Anthropological epistemology is inevitably tied to the field’s methods: where the data come from, 

how they were obtained, how they were analyzed, etc. Systematic, rigorous and replicable methods 

are our main shields against our biases in attention, thinking and interpretation. Over the last three 

decades of the 20th century, the field saw a methodological boom. Using textbooks on 

anthropological field methods (Bernard 1988, 1994, 2002; Johnson 1978; Pelto 1970), graduate 

students were taught not only how to conduct open-ended interviews and focus groups but how 

they might use semi-structured interviews and formal elicitation techniques to capture underlying 

cognitive structures or assess social networks using free lists, card sorts, paired comparisons and 

other approaches (D’Andrade 1995b). Alongside ‘participant observation’ or what we might call 

‘deep hanging out,’ they learned to conduct “focal follows” and randomized “spot checks” over 

months or years to construct a statistical picture of what people do and who they hang out with. For 

example, in 1981, cultural anthropologists teamed up to assemble the UCLA Time Allocation 

Project Database — ethnographers used the same time allocation methods to collect data at diverse 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2010/11/30/anthropology-without-science
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/10/science/10anthropology.html
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sites around the world.16  At the same time, they learned how to process all this data upon their 

return from the field — how to systematically code interview data and videos, as well as how to 

apply the era’s statistical techniques. Indeed, anthropologists led the way in devising statistical tools 

to infer underlying cultural models (Romney et al. 1986). Through this revolution, anthropologists 

were leading the way in using mixed methods that combine the crucial advantages of qualitative 

approaches and long-term fieldwork — I was trained in person-centered ethnography by Doug 

Hollan (Levy & Hollan 1998) — with the collection of systematic, rigorous and replicable data — 

one of my dissertation co-chairs was Allen Johnson, who literally wrote the book on Quantification in 

Cultural Anthropology.17  

An important question is whether most graduate students are still trained in these field methods. As 

best I can tell, most departments have moved away from training students in the full range of 

methods, especially in the replicable formal methods such as social networks, time allocation or the 

systematic elicitation of categories and concepts — the old toolkit of cognitive anthropology. A 

survey of anthropologists’ methodological interests supports this view. Based on 1,354 complete 

survey responses — an admittedly rather low response rate of 6.3% from the AAA’s 21,344 

members — the impressive set of 16 experts from across the discipline summarize their results as 

follows:   

In the “Methods in Anthropology” survey, anthropologists expressed reservations 

about the adequacy of the research training they received. When we asked 

anthropologists what methods they learned as graduate students and what 

	
16 Recently, my lab put this database to work answering Sahlins’ (1998) venerable question about The 
Original Affluent Society (Bhui et al. 2019b): Do people in more market-integrated societies work 
more? (The answer is “yes,” but it’s mostly the women who work more). 
17 As a faculty member in cultural anthropology at Emory University, I taught the department’s field 
methods course to graduate students. My first graduate student, Dan Hruschka (ASU), is now a 
major contributor to advancing anthropological methods (Hruschka 2020; Hruschka et al. 2008, 
2018). In my own long-term ethnographic fieldwork in Peru, Chile and Fiji, I’ve used a full range of 
mixed methods, including participant observation, open-ended interviews, semi-structured 
interviews, focus groups, surveys, pile sorts, triads, paired-comparisons, time allocation (spot checks) 
and social networks (Henrich & Broesch 2011; Henrich & Henrich 2010). I’ve also imported 
methods from psychology and economics and integrated these with ethnography (Ensminger & 
Henrich 2014; Henrich et al. 2004). To formally incorporate self-reflexivity (Aunger 2004), I’ve 
trained members of the communities I was studying to conduct the same interviews as I was. In the 
statistical analyses, I’ve included the interviewer—including myself. This allows me to quantify my 
impact and that of others on interview responses.  
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methods they wished they had learned, all reported broadly learning ethnographic 

methods and data collection, particularly participant observation—which served 

them well as students. But they identified two main deficiencies: (1) systematic 

and in-depth ways of conducting participant observation and (2) analyzing all the 

data they were able to collect.  

One way to assess change over time is to examine people’s methodological practices and the year 

they received their PhD (Snodgrass et al. 2024). The percentage of anthropologists in this survey 

who report knowing and using the broadest range of methods — including both formal elicitation 

techniques and statistics — has dropped from 24.3% among PhDs from before 1980 to 7.2% for 

PhDs from 2010–2019. At the same time, the category of “minimalist” methodologists, who largely 

rely on ‘deep hanging out,’ has risen from 23% for PhDs before 1980 to 28.9% for PhDs from 

2010–2019.  

A large methodological divide now separates sociocultural and biological anthropologists. Biological 

anthropologists studying behavior have largely continued to use the full toolkit and have even 

expanded the range of tools — for example, the Tsimane project led by Mike Gurven and Hilly 

Kaplan (Gurven et al. 2017). By contrast, the field’s sociocultural core has narrowed its 

methodological focus. 

The best way to assess this further would be to conduct two studies. First, analyze and quantify the 

different methods used in recently published ethnographies and journal articles (in top anthropology 

journals). I do this below. Second, ideally, we’d survey all the methods taught in courses within 

anthropology departments. I hope this document spurs that exploration.  

While methodological emphasis has shifted away from a full mixed-methods toolkit that integrates 

qualitative and quantitative approaches toward purely self-reflexive ethnography rooted in deep 

hanging out, other methodological trends highlight this shift.  

The rise of autoethnography 
While Anthropology’s changing epistemology — built around power, positionality and ethics — has 

led to a decline in systematic, replicable and quantitative approaches, it has also nurtured the rise of 

what has variously been called “Autoethnography” or “Intimate Ethnography.” In 

Autoethnography, the researchers themselves or one of their intimates (their own father, mother or 

grandparent) take the central role, usually in a narrative of struggle and suffering as they confront the 
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challenges of life, with heavy emphasis on the experience of racism, sexism, capitalist exploitation 

and othering (Walley & Elliott, 2025). The approach is now so influential that American Anthropologist 

offered a special section in 2025 on Autoethnography that featured six articles.    

Professor Alisse Waterston, the former president of the American Anthropological Association 

(2015-2017) who co-coined the term “intimate ethnography” (writing about her father), explains the 

importance of autoethnography as follows:18 

Autoethnography opened up an epistemological space to question assumptions 

that underlie normative social science frames, explanations, understandings and 

representations. The genre encourages the articulation of the self and personal 

reflection as an anthropological project, allowing for new ways of reading and 

writing ethnography and for considering the worlds within which ethnographers 

and cultural others are situated. Coming of age in context of efforts to deconstruct 

established paradigms that led to recognizing earlier forms of what we might now 

call autoethnographic writing, the genre helped facilitate recognition of formerly 

marginalized scholarship and encouraged scholars to break free from constraints 

of standardized methods. [emphasis mine]  

Epistemologically, this approach maximizes “positionality” by having researchers write about their 

own lives and subjective feelings, or those of their intimates. This minimizes any concerns about 

‘power,’ ‘distancing’ or ‘othering’ while still allowing them to critique the world around them. Thus, 

the popularity of this genre aligns with the advocacy-based epistemological frame I described above. 

In an ethnographic description of a high-profile, packed conference symposium on autoethnography 

at the American Anthropological Association meetings, the sociologist Susan Pickard described how 

the talks are rich with the speakers’ emotions, feelings and experiences. She explains:  

In each case, the ethnography merely served to illuminate the personal narrative, 

rather than to advance a theory. The insights were predictably underwhelming. 

Although each speaker insisted that story was more accessible than theory, and was 

more likely to resonate with the “public,” none addressed the central problems of 

	
18 Anthropologists often reject genre categorizations in this domain (Walley & Elliott, 2025; 
Waterston, 2025).  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IhxWPM
https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/15481433/2025/127/1
https://unherd.com/2025/12/tears-tales-and-tatters-social-science-in/?edition=us
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this method: what distinguishes self-expression from scholarship? What are the 

limits of subjectivity as data? What about distortion, selective seeing, the dangers of 

solipsism?  

The speakers were apparently unbothered by these elementary concerns, 

preempting scrutiny or critique by deploying the concept of “positionality.” 

[emphasis mine] 

Of course, anthropology has long maintained a powerful genre called “person-centered 

ethnography” (Levy, 1973), which involves in-depth interviews with one person and their local 

network, situated within their social context and relationships. Perhaps the most famous book is 

“Nisa: The Life and Words of a !Kung Woman” by Marjorie Shostak (1981). This classic, once 

widely used in introductory anthropology courses, offers an intimate view of the life of a hunter-

gatherer woman, based on extensive interviews and fieldwork conducted in 1969-71. The book is 

notable for its use of first-person narrative and for using the events of Nisa’s life to illustrate broader 

ethnographic patterns within her society.  

Autoethnography diverges from this classic approach by having the ethnographer narrate their own 

lives and feelings, or those of their intimates, and sometimes using that context for political advocacy — 

both emphases are absent from, or constrained in, classic person-centered ethnography. If 

anthropology were dominated by autoethnography, our rich understanding of humanity would be 

built largely on the lives and introspection of anthropologists themselves, offering a rather 

unrepresentative snapshot of humanity. This is especially worrisome given the loss of interest in 

maintaining the field’s own heritage of classic findings — see comments by Marshall Sahlins below.   

Computational Analyses  
In this section, we examine research that uses computational tools to assess changes over time in the 

political orientations expressed across several disciplines, and then, within Anthropology, focus on 

changes in the frequency of (1) taking an advocacy stance, (2) using a binary power frame, (3) 

applying critical theory, (4) using named systematic methods, (5) implementing inferential statistics, 

and (6) quantifying.  

Manzi (2026) used the OpenAlex database of scholarly journal articles to study trends in political 

orientation across roughly 600,000 abstracts. To assess political orientation, Manzi developed a 

systematic approach to prompt a generative LLM (GPT-4o). Using a subset of 180,311 abstracts 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?T5jlrZ
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deemed to address politically relevant issues, the approach captured and predicted political 

orientation in a known set of abstracts.  

The results show that, on a 10-point scale ranging from ultra-conservative to ultra-liberal, 

Anthropology scored 7.4, the second-highest score, exceeded only by Gender Studies at 7.6. 

Sociology was just behind Anthropology at 6.9. Economics scored the lowest, but still liberal, at 5.7. 

Notably, while scores in the 7-8 range indicate a liberal orientation, the means remain far from 10. 

Anthropology's liberal orientation has risen from roughly 7.0 in the 1990s to 7.7 in 2025. The plots 

show acceleration in the 1990s and again after 2011. The pattern of change parallels that observed in 

Ethnic Studies and, to a lesser degree, Sociology.  

This shift in political orientation over decades is relative to 2025 standards and may, to some degree, 

reflect an overall cultural shift in either the academy or society. Even differences between 

Anthropology and other disciplines need not be an epistemological problem in and of themselves, 

unless that shift constrains acceptable views, research questions, or publishable findings.  

With this in mind, the most noteworthy pattern is the small and shrinking variation in the political 

orientations expressed in anthropological abstracts. Across fields, the more liberal the political 

orientation in a discipline’s abstracts on-average, the less variation we observe within the field. 

Anthropology is the second-most ‘politically tight’ field, tied with Ethnic Studies and beaten only by 

Gender Studies. Interestingly, Anthropology and Psychology showed similar levels of tightness 

around 1990, but Anthropology tightened more quickly than Psychology. Economics is the 

politically loosest of the fields studied, but it has been tightening as well.  

This statistical pattern is consistent with the notion that the moral and political positions taken in a 

piece influence its scholarly acceptability. These analyses could have shown that more liberal fields 

exhibit greater variation in the views expressed. This was not observed in these data.19   

To explore this more fully, I focused on the American Anthropologist (AA) from 1980 to 2025 and 

used an LLM (Claude Opus 5) to code the 212 abstracts for sociocultural research papers available 

in OpenAlex. The LLM was asked to code each abstract as 1 or 0 for the presence of (1) quantitative 

	

19 It’s worth noting that as the mean approaches the ceiling of 10, the variance must shrink 
mechanically. However, even the fields with the most liberal political orientation are in the 7s, 
leaving ample range for variation on both sides of the average. 
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evidence, (2) one or more systematic methods (e.g., “semi-structured interviews,” “focus groups,” 

“paired comparisons,” etc.), (3) inferential statistics (e.g., “regression”), (4) a critical theory framing, 

(5) a power-opposition framing, and (6) an advocacy stance. Each article was also coded into a set of 

subfields based on topics, including biological anthropology, archaeology and sociocultural 

anthropology (including linguistic anthropology). Appendix E supplies the details of this analysis.   

 
Figure 2. The figure plots the percentage of six content codes found in abstracts from 1980 to 2025. LLMs coded 212 abstracts for the use of quantitative 
evidence, one or more named methods, and inferential statistics, as well as for an advocacy stance and framing involving binary power oppositions and critical 

theory.  

Focusing only on articles in sociocultural anthropology, Figure 2 shows substantial declines in the 

appearance of quantitative evidence, named systematic methods and inferential statistics. At the 

same time, we observe a substantial rise in abstracts taking an advocacy stance, framing material 

using a binary power opposition, or applying critical theory. Appendix E supplies more results, 

including the 95% confidence intervals for those estimates. These same patterns obtain if one 

includes research articles from all subfields. 

Over the same period, the flagship journal, American Anthropologist, moves away from the original 4-

field model as the percentage of articles in archaeology and biological anthropology declines. 

Archaeology, which remains a quarter of the field (Table 3), has declined to only 12% of the AA 

articles. Biological anthropology, which remains 14% of the field, accounts for only 3.5% of the AA 

articles. 
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Figure 3. Percentage of research articles appearing in American Anthropologist relative to all such articles from 1980 to 2025. 

To check whether 21st-century abstracts might omit mentions of methods or quantification, I used 

the same LLMs to code abstracts in an archaeology journal, American Antiquity, and a biological 

anthropology journal, the American Journal of Biological Anthropology (formerly the American Journal of 

Physical Anthropology). In American Antiquity, quantification remains roughly constant (~64%) over the 

period, while the use of named methods rose from 71% to 82%. In the AJBA, the rates of 

quantification and named methods remain over 90% for the entire period. These patterns contrast 

with the patterns for sociocultural anthropology in American Anthropologist.    

This analysis has several shortcomings. First, my only check on the quality of the LLM codings is my 

review of 10 randomly selected articles. In this review, I fully agreed with the LLM’s decisions. 

Ideally, a team of anthropologically savvy human coders, blind to the research questions, would have 

coded a random subset of the same articles to verify agreement. Second, we should use both LLMs 

and humans to code full articles, not just abstracts. Third, we should apply these approaches to all of 

the top anthropology journals. I hope this report encourages deeper exploration of these questions.    

Historical Cases of Conflict in Anthropology 
To provide the reader with a historical perspective, this section offers a brief tour of three cases that 

involve disagreements about epistemology and ontology: (1) the Mead-Freeman Debate, (2) the 

Menchú-Stoll Controversy, and (3) the Napoleon Chagnon Affair. Each is a well-documented 

episode in which the discipline’s institutions and scholars had to decide what counted as evidence, 

and each illustrates a pattern that recurs in the live controversies over sex and war taken up below. 

They are not offered as a measure of how often such episodes occur. 
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1983 Mead-Freeman Debate  
In 1983, the anthropologist Derek Freeman published Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and 

Unmaking of an Anthropological Myth, a book that appeared to demolish Mead’s classic, Coming of Age in 

Samoa. Freeman’s book argued that Mead, motivated by a desire to argue for female sexual freedom, 

had allowed herself to be duped by two adolescent girls who were fabricating tall tales about their 

licentious escapades. Freeman portrays Mead as an ideologue who was motivated to demonstrate 

that only ‘nurture’ matters for human sexual behavior.  

In this first case, the American Anthropological Association moved quickly to defend Mead, holding 

a symposium and passing a motion declaring Freeman’s work “unscientific.” The AAA also issued a 

formal letter of censure against Science Magazine, which had recommended Freeman’s book. The 

letter expressed “dismay” that Science would recommend a book “which has been consistently 

denounced by knowledgeable scholars as being poorly written, unscientific, irresponsible and 

misleading” (Gregor & Gross, 2004). The AAA’s statement provided no specifics on what was 

“unscientific.”  

The lesson is that the wheels of good scholarship turn slowly. In this case, decades of hard work and 

additional research in Samoa (Orans 1996; Shankman 2009; Shore 1983) suggest that Freeman’s 

book, while slyly crafted, deserved much criticism — Shankman shows that Freeman systematically 

cherry-picked from Mead’s work to make her look narrow-minded and incompetent. So, the AAA 

was right on that count. This was not a ‘hoax’. Mead’s conclusions were based on an extensive body 

of ethnographic interviews with dozens of adolescents and many more adults. Further, she didn’t 

argue that only ‘culture’ matters but rather that it deserves a more prominent role.  

However, while pioneering in its era, Mead’s research did not meet modern standards (well, the 

standards of the late 20th century). Her fieldwork was brief, and her samples of teen girls were both 

small and non-random. Some reports of sexual experiences were essentially third-party gossip. Her 

view was more incomplete than wrong (Shore 1983).   

Placed in historical perspective, the AAA’s condemnation seems defensive, a knee-jerk reaction to 

Freeman’s emphasis on biology’s role in explaining gender differences. The rush to address the 

politics of the moment undermined their long-run credibility in what was ultimately an empirical 

question.  Of course, Freeman's book and coverage in the New York Times and Science magazine led 

to a media firestorm, while Orans’ and Shankman’s books went largely unnoticed by the public.    

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kkG09q
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Before moving on to the case of Napoleon Chagnon, the following bit of history is noteworthy. In 

1976, the American Anthropological Association accepted a panel on the new field of Human 

Sociobiology, organized by the cultural anthropologists Bill Irons and Napoleon Chagnon (Dreger 

2015). As the meeting unfolded, a motion was made to cancel the session on sociobiology because 

of the perceived danger of sociobiological ideas — the word ‘Nazism’ was used. An intense 

discussion ensued, and, by Chagnon’s (2013) account, the motion looked like it might pass. Then the 

regal 74-year-old Margaret Mead stood up, and a hush fell over the boisterous room as Mead began 

by airing her concerns about Ed Wilson’s Sociobiology (Ed was about to arrive for the panel!). But 

then her argument pivoted, and she likened the motion to “book burning,” arguing that the AAA 

should not countenance such suppression of ideas. Margaret quietly sat down, and the motion was 

immediately tabled. Ed Wilson arrived and spoke at the panel.  

1999 The Menchú-Stoll Controversy 
In his 1999 book, Rigoberta Menchú and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans, the anthropologist David Stoll 

argues that Rigoberta Menchú’s autobiographical testimonial contains numerous factual inaccuracies 

(Stoll 1999). Rigoberta, an indigenous Maya, powerfully recounts her personal experience of the 

horrors of the Guatemalan civil war in I, Rigoberta Menchú (Menchú & Burgos-Debray 1984). The 

stunning success of her book, coupled with her important social justice work, catapulted her to fame 

and led to her receiving the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize. In writing her book, Ms. Menchú worked 

closely with a Venezuelan anthropologist — so anthropologists are interwoven throughout this 

episode (Burgos & Austin 1999). 

This disagreement rose into public consciousness when the New York Times confirmed several of 

Stoll’s claims in an independent inquiry. According to the Times, Menchú’s book describes the 

starvation and death of a younger brother who never existed and reframes a land dispute between 

her relatives as a struggle of indigenous people against wealthy, land-owning Europeans. 20  

This case has two key ingredients for an advocacy epistemology. First, the book does accurately 

convey the real horror of the Guatemalan civil war, with its racism, oppression and mass killings. 

This offers a ready binary power framing and a clearly oppressed group. Second, Ms. Menchú has 

perfect positionality. Stoll does not.   

	
20 See the Washington Post’s version.  

https://www.nytimes.com/1998/12/15/world/tarnished-laureate-a-special-report-nobel-winner-finds-her-story-challenged.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/1999/01/21/nobel-winners-work-disputed/b90dbc14-01af-4738-a001-437bdec366e9/
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While many of Stoll’s claims were either confirmed or never challenged, anthropologists critiqued 

him in three noteworthy ways (Arias & Stoll 2001).21 First, they condemned him for fussing over 

‘facts’ in a way that diverted attention from the genocide. For example, he pointed out that she 

wasn’t a witness to some of the events she describes and wasn’t an uneducated illiterate but a “star 

pupil” at a Catholic school run by Belgian nuns. Second, some argued that Menchú’s narrative 

comes from a non-Western literary tradition (Latin American testimonio) in which narratives need not 

adhere to what New York Times journalists consider “facts” because they convey a deeper truth and 

capture the experience of a community. Finally, reflecting the emerging ontological turn, they 

questioned whether a ‘true account’ actually existed, arguing that Stoll imposed a Western colonial 

construct: the notion that only a single ‘truth’ exists for all peoples (Arias & Stoll 2001). Some 

anthropologists argue that it’s not that different people have different views (that’s a Western 

model), but that different people actually live in different realities (contradictory ‘truths’ coexist), 

where different events, beings, etc. exist (Holbraad & Pedersen 2017). 

An advocacy-based epistemology manifests in different forms in all three criticisms of Stoll.  

2000 The Napoleon Chagnon Affair 
Background: From the 1970s to the 1990s, many students who took an introductory anthropology 

course were exposed to Napoleon Chagnon’s ethnographic fieldwork and films from the 

Yanomami, an indigenous population in the Venezuelan and Brazilian Amazon. Chagnon’s slim 

ethnography, Yanomamö: The Fierce People, was often required reading. 

As the turn of the millennium approached, the anthropologists Terence Turner and Leslie Sponsel 

emailed the president and president-elect of the American Anthropological Association. The email, 

which rapidly circulated around the world (I recall reading it), warned of an impending scandal of 

epic proportions. The email opened as follows: 

Re: Scandal about to be caused by publication of book by Patrick Tierney 

(Darkness in El Dorado. New York. Norton. Publication date: October 1, 

2000). 

Madam President, Mr. President-elect: 

	
21 Some of Stoll’s factual claims were challenged, see Sanford (1999). 
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We write to inform you of an impending scandal that will affect the 

American Anthropological profession as a whole in the eyes of the public, 

and arouse intense indignation and calls for action among members of the 

Association. In its scale, ramifications, and sheer criminality and corruption it 

is unparalleled in the history of Anthropology. 

The email then highlighted the content of the forthcoming book, Darkness in El Dorado (hereafter 

Darkness) by the self-styled journalist Patrick Tierney.22 Chagnon and the recently deceased 

geneticist, James Neel, stood accused of the worst sorts of crimes, including testing “eugenic 

theories” by spreading measles and withholding treatment. Other charges included starting wars, 

cooking data, aiding illegal gold miners, helping "sinister politicians," and withholding medical care 

from sick children. The following paragraph from their email, which follows their review of the 

charges, has stuck in my mind for over 25 years: 

This nightmarish story--a real anthropological heart of darkness beyond 

the imagining of even a Josef Conrad (though not, perhaps, a Josef 

Mengele)--will be seen (rightly in our view) by the public, as well as most 

anthropologists, as putting the whole discipline on trial. As another reader 

of the galleys put it, This book should shake anthropology to its very 

foundations. It should cause the field to understand how the corrupt and 

depraved protagonists could have spread their poison for so long while 

they were accorded great respect throughout the Western World and 

generations of undergraduates received their lies as the introductory 

substance of anthropology. This should never be allowed to happen again. 

Upon publication, a variety of professional organizations and universities immediately convened 

blue-ribbon commissions to investigate the charges (Dreger 2015; Gregor & Gross 2004). Egregious 

errors in Darkness were soon identified by the National Academy of Sciences, the American Society 

of Human Genetics, the International Genetic Epidemiology Society, and the Society for Visual 

Anthropology. The lawyers at the University of Michigan — where Chagnon and Neel had done 

much of their work — demolished Tierney’s book in a point-by-point rebuttal. Researchers at the 

	
22 Turner had been looking for ways to attack Chagnon years before this memo. He’d met with 
Tierney multiple times while he was writing Darkness (Dreger 2011, 2015).   
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University of California, Santa Barbara, where Chagnon had spent much of his career, issued a 

similarly devastating critique of Darkness. 23  

Observers argue that Tierney’s work is stunning in its level of deceit (Dreger 2015). The evidence, 

for example, indicates that the measles epidemic began before Chagnon and Neel arrived in 

Venezuela, and that they sprang into action to combat it, vaccinating Yanomami across the region. 

They should have been hailed as heroes who saved thousands rather than condemned as genocidal 

villains. 

These critiques were so knockdown that the National Academy of Sciences of the United States felt 

comfortable enough to induct Napoleon Chagnon in 2012. None of Tierney’s charges stood. Even 

the scholarly claim that Chagnon overemphasized the fierceness of conflicts among Yanomami 

communities can be defended using both scholarly and non-scholarly sources dating back to before 

Chagnon was born. My favorite is the biography of Helena Valero, a Brazilian woman who was 

abducted by the Yanomami in the 1930s and forced to marry and live among them for two decades 

(Biocca 1970).  

While all other formal investigations exonerated Chagnon, the American Anthropological 

Association initially did the opposite — its gut reaction. In early 2001, a special El Dorado Task 

Force was assembled to investigate (with a $25,000 budget), and the society later held a symposium 

at its annual conference (I was there). Notably, Chagnon was not invited. Despite substantial 

evidence presented at the symposium refuting many of the charges, the Task Force condemned 

Chagnon for failing to consider the negative impressions of his research. The AAA leadership 

formally accepted the Task Force report condemning Chagnon in harsh but vague terms.  

The growing centrality of advocacy and ethics in Anthropology’s epistemology was already evident 

in 2002. The Task Force Report: 

insists that the anthropology of indigenous peoples and related communities must 

move toward ‘collaborative’ models, in which anthropological research is not 

merely combined with advocacy, but inherently advocative…All parties are 

	
23 Douglas Hume’s website is a comprehensive repository. 

https://zenodo.org/records/7757705
https://dwhume.com/darkness-in-el-dorado-controversy/0598.pdf
https://dwhume.com/darkness-in-el-dorado-controversy-introduction.htm
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equal partners in the enterprise, participating in the development of research 

design.24 [emphasis mine] 

Investigations by historian Alice Dreger indicate that the AAA committee knew Tierney’s book was 

nonsense, but put politics over evidence. For example, on April 15, 2002, famed evolutionary 

anthropologist Sarah Hrdy wrote to Jane Hill, a former AAA president and the chair of the Task 

Force investigating Tierney’s allegations, to express concerns about the Task Force. Professor Hill 

replied as follows (Dreger 2011: 237): 

Burn this message. The book is just a piece of sleaze, that’s all there is to it 

(some cosmetic language will be used in the report, but we all agree on that). But I 

think the AAA had to do something because I really think that the future of work 

by anthropologists with indigenous peoples in Latin America—with a high 

potential to do good—was put seriously at risk by its accusations, and silence on 

the part of the AAA would have been interpreted as either assent or cowardice. 

Whether we’re doing the right thing will have to be judged by posterity. (Obtained 

via email from Hrdy, November 6, 2009; used with Hill’s permission from 

November 6, 2009; emphasis in original.) 

Professor Hill seems to have missed a third option: accurately report back on the investigation’s 

findings. People lose trust when evidence is concealed for political purposes.  

What’s going on here? Why did the AAA act so differently from several other academic 

organizations? 

After analyzing this case, the anthropologists Thomas Gregor and Daniel Gross (2004) argue that 

the El Dorado Task Force reached a different conclusion from other scholarly societies because it 

employed a different epistemology, one rooted in moral advocacy. To keep things brief, I’ll quote a 

passage from them that includes excerpts from the Task Force Report. Gregor and Gross explain: 

…the task force asserts that neither “did we consider the materials that we 

developed to be ‘evidence’ [rather] . . . we present the various points of view that 

our interlocutors shared with us as important in their own right, as worthy of 

	
24 Note: The AAA has removed all documents related to El Dorado from its website. Fortunately, 
these documents have been preserved here.  

https://dwhume.com/darkness-in-el-dorado-controversy/0598.pdf
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attention and reflection, but not as ‘evidence’ revealing that some event did or did 

not occur” (AAA 2002a:9, emphasis added). This perspective reflects a 

philosophical stance of postmodern scholarship, in which objective truth may be 

seen as unattainable and contingent. Thus, in presenting the crucial interviews 

with the Yanomami, the task force asserts that “we have accompanied all 

transcriptions with relevant contextual information, to ensure that the interviews 

are not considered ‘evidentiary’ of ‘events’ but rather of a ‘point of view.’”   

This case thus shows what happens when the new epistemology is applied to a real issue. 

After the AAA’s condemnation of Chagnon in 2002, the evidence undermining Tierney’s claims 

continued to mount. In 2005, Gregor and Gross put forth two referenda that overturned prior 

decisions and withdrew the AAA’s formal acceptance of the report.25  

These referendums couldn’t fully undo the negative impacts of the AAA’s early decisions on the 

field and on Chagnon. The damage to Chagnon and his intellectual legacy had been done. Dr. 

Dreger (2015) reports: 

When I came to the story, in spite of the AAA membership’s vote four years earlier 

to rescind acceptance of the Task Force Report—to essentially take back any hint of 

a guilty verdict—the report remained up on the AAA Web site, without any 

attached notice of the rescission. It included a number of ruinous (and completely 

unsupported) claims, including the allegation that Chagnon had paid his 

Yanomamö subjects to kill each other. [emphasis mine]   

Table 5 presents the results of the 2019 survey of academic anthropologists presented above 

(Horowitz et al. 2019). While most cultural anthropologists agree that Chagnon acted unethically, 

most biological anthropologists disagree. Similar patterns hold for claims that Chagnon was 

ideologically motivated and that his work showing a correlation between male violence and 

reproductive success was credible. Specifically, regarding Tierney’s book, a quarter of cultural 

anthropologists still maintain that its major claims have not been discredited (they have). Notably, 

across all questions, many scholars responded with “neither agree nor disagree,” presumably because 

	
25 https://dwhume.com/darkness-in-el-dorado-controversy/0588.pdf. 

https://dwhume.com/darkness-in-el-dorado-controversy/0588.pdf
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they hadn’t kept up with the controversy. Those who sought to discredit Chagnon’s legacy largely 

won (remember, most anthropologists are cultural anthropologists).   

  

Table 5. Survey of anthropologist regarding Chagnon’s work and the impact of Darkness 

Questions Cultural  
(% agree/disagree) 

Biological  
(% agree/disagree) 

Archaeology 
(% agree/disagree) 

Napoleon Chagnon harmed the 
Yanomami by acting unethically in his 
fieldwork. 

58/23 17/60 39/30 

Chagnon was ideologically motivated to 
present a bellicose view of human 
nature in his research. 

66/19 20/39 51/21 

Chagnon’s research documenting a link 
between male violence and 
reproductive success among the 
Yanomami is credible 

26/47 64/11 38/23 

The major claims in Patrick Tierney’s 
Darkness in El Dorado have been 
thoroughly discredited. 

34/24 69/2 44/6 

Contemporary controversial topics 

Let’s not talk about sex 
In 2023, the American Anthropological Association accepted a panel entitled “Let’s Talk about Sex 

Baby: Why biological sex remains a necessary analytic category in anthropology.” Six weeks before 

the conference, after concerns were raised by some AAA members, the panel was removed from the 

program. Neither the organizer of the offending panel nor the slated panelists were consulted in 

making this decision (paralleling the Chagnon case). The vote of both the AAA and its co-host, the 

Canadian Anthropology Society (CASCA), was unanimous: Let’s not talk about sex. The committee 

posted two official documents on the AAA’s website. The main announcement was titled “No Place 

For Transphobia in Anthropology: Session pulled from Annual Meeting program.” The 

announcement explains:  

This decision was based on extensive consultation and was reached in the spirit of 

respect for our values, in order to ensure the safety and dignity of all of our 

members, as well as the scientific integrity of the program. The first ethical 

principle in AAA’s Principles of Professional Responsibility is to “Do no harm.”  

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/30/us/anthropology-panel-sex-binary-gender-kathleen-lowery.html
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The “extensive consultation” didn’t involve the panel’s organizer or any of its members. This isn’t 

surprising given the explanation offered by the AAA’s president, Professor Ramona Perez. 

Responding to a New York Times reporter, Dr. Perez explains,  

We looked at who was actually in it…we began to see that this really was one of 

those times where people who have an alternative agenda come into professional 

associations, try to get into these conferences, in order to push an agenda that 

doesn’t actually match up with the discipline. [emphasis mine]   

One wonders if things would have gone differently if Margaret Mead had been in the room.  

The AAA announcement also advanced scientific claims alongside concerns about “harm.” In 

particular, it asserted that: 

The session was rejected because it relied on assumptions that run contrary to the 

settled science in our discipline, framed in ways that do harm to vulnerable 

members of our community. [emphasis mine]  

The AAA website didn’t publish any dissenting views that I could find, but it did publish a letter 

supporting the cancellation from three biological anthropologists. These supporters of the ban 

attack the one-paragraph abstract as if it were a full manuscript, demanding definitions for various 

terms and taking the panelists to task for using the outdated term “sex determination” instead of 

“sex estimation.” The authors then attack the biological claim, writing:  

As anthropologists who work in biological anthropology and human biology, we 

are aware that definitions of sex can be made using pelvic girdle shape, cranial 

dimensions, external genitalia, gonads, sex chromosomes, and more. Sex, as a 

biological descriptor, is not binary using any of those definitions. People are born 

with non-binary genitalia every day – we tend to call people who fall into this 

group intersex. People are born with sex chromosomes that are not XX or XY 

but X, XXY, XXXY and more, every day. The same is true with gonads. What’s 

more, someone can have intersex genitalia but not intersex gonads, intersex 

chromosomes but not intersex genitalia. 

Is this ‘settled science’? Many evolutionary biologists argue that sex is rooted in anisogamy or the 

emergence of two gamete sizes: under a wide range of conditions, natural selection will favor two 

types of gametes, big ones and little ones (Janicke et al. 2026; Lehtonen & Kokko 2011; Lehtonen & 

https://americananthro.org/news/letter-of-support-for-aaas-withdrawal-of-session-from-the-annual-meeting/
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Parker 2024). Big gametes develop into females, and small gametes into males. The framework is so 

powerful that different clades (e.g., mammals vs. reptiles vs. plants) have evolved different ways to 

produce the two morphs. Indeed, in a review paper, a team of 11 evolutionary scientists explains 

(Janicke et al. 2026: 1): 

Researchers across disciplines have long been confronted with a societal debate 

about the concept of biological sex that has resurfaced with renewed intensity in 

recent years… This controversy stems largely from efforts to reconcile scientific 

insights and facts in biology with human societal values—an endeavour 

predestined to misunderstandings and cross-disciplinary tensions. 

This approach, rooted in a binary distinction in gamete size, nevertheless accounts for the diversity 

we see in the world — the diversity that the three biological anthropologists referenced. This is due 

to downstream genetic and developmental mechanisms that produce individuals, including people. 

In mammals, individuals bearing the Y sex chromosome typically produce small gametes (males) and 

are usually karyotype XY (but they could be XXY, YYX, etc.). Big gamete (females) producers lack 

Ys and are usually XX. Sometimes a crucial segment of the Y chromosome switches to an X, 

producing even more wondrous diversity. The point is that this fundamental conceptual framework 

in evolutionary biology incorporates the proximate biological machinery described by our three 

biological anthropologists, but it seats this within a broad theory, arguing that selection tends to 

favor two types — big gametes and little gametes — under a wide range of conditions, and there’s a 

well-developed formal theory about those conditions (Lehtonen & Kokko 2011). 

Some evolutionary biologists would agree with the AAA leadership that ‘sex is settled science,’ but 

they think it’s settled the other way (Janicke et al. 2026). It remains unclear why the three biological 

anthropologists who stepped up to defend the AAA’s cancellation of a panel chose not to cite the 

central theoretical argument in evolutionary biology for anisogamy.26  

	
26 When I teach about sex in my undergraduate course, Human Nature, I present the standard two-
gamete anisogamy framework and then I review the diverse chromosomal arrangements (XXY), the 
switch of the SRY sex determination segment from the Y to an X, androgen resistance, etc. Finally, I 
lay out the ethnography of gender roles across societies, emphasizing the range of gender roles, the 
prevalence of same-sex sexual relationships, and presence of additional genders beyond two. Then, I 
ask my students how many sexes are there? (small group discussions ensue).    
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For our purposes, it doesn’t matter who’s right. What matters is that this is not “settled science” — 

there are also evolutionary biologists who argue against the anisogamy approach (Ainsworth 2015).27 

Furthermore, the biological facts presented in the supporting letter would be well known to the 

members of the canceled panel, and they would likely have been prepared to engage on these topics.  

The letter supporting the cancellation offered another justification:  

The field of anthropology, and biological anthropology in particular, tends to resist 

universal arguments in favor of understanding humans in all of their variation. 

Therefore, the overprescription of the idea of a biological binary for something like 

sex not only ignores the evidence, but goes against the most basic empirical 

underpinnings of our field. 

The authors’ assessment of the abstract’s epistemic quality has at least three problems. First, while 

it’s true that anthropologists often emphasize human diversity (going back to Boas), many also study 

human nature (Atran 1990; Boyer 1994; Brown 1991; Chapais 2009; Romney et al. 1997; Tooby et 

al. 2005). Indeed, one primary motivation for studying primates is that they help us identify 

universals (Wrangham 2019). Many universals are uncontroversial: all societies have culture, love, 

social bonding, language, stories, reputations, kinship, social norms, childhood, laughter, and social 

status, to name a few. Second, anthropologists studying diverse societies have long distinguished 

“gender” from “sex,” and the ethnographic record is mostly about gender (and many societies have 

more than two genders). To my knowledge, no one has shown more or fewer than two gametic 

morphs in any human society (so maybe it’s an open question?).   

My main concern is the assertion that the suggestion “goes against the basic empirical underpinnings 

of our field.” This last point seems to be another reason, beyond the authors’ interpretation of the 

existing evidence about sex. They don’t seem to like the panel’s ‘feel’ or ‘tenor.’ They appear to be 

telling their anthropological colleagues, “You are supposed to push variation and diversity. We don’t 

like universals.” To quote Adam Kuper and Jonathan Marks (2011: 167) describing an earlier era, 

	
27 See quotations from biologists in Ainsworth (2015). 
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“All generalizations about human beings were suspect, except for the iron law that culture trumps 

biology.”28 

The canceled panelists publicly addressed the AAA’s announcement. They expressed shock that 

their panel was interpreted as causing harm to the Trans and LGBTQI community. They support 

trans rights. Their letter requested transparency, including the release of all complaints and 

correspondence related to the decision-making process. To my knowledge, the AAA leadership did 

not release any materials. The letter notes that the panel consisted of an international group of 

women, one of whom identifies as a lesbian (‘positionality’ is key to any argument). The panelists 

described the planned content of the panel as follows: 

Spanish anthropologist Silvia Carrasco planned to present data that looked at “sex-

based oppression, violence and exploitation” and the difficulty of addressing these 

issues when biological sex is disavowed. UK anthropologist Kathleen Richardson’s 

abstract highlighted issues surrounding material disparities between the sexes in the 

tech industry that are being erased by counting men who identify as trans as women 

rather than by having more women enter the field. Francophone Canadian 

anthropologist Michèle Sirois was to offer an ethnographic account of the ways “in 

which Quebec feminists have organized to document, clarify and oppose the 

exploitative surrogacy industry that hides under the guise of 'equity' and 'inclusion'”, 

and in which surrogacy policies which exploit poor women are cynically framed as 

liberatory.       

Reading this description of the canceled panel brings the words of Roy D’Andrade to mind: “the 

true enemy of society turns out to be that guy in the office down the hall?”  

To highlight the character of discourse on this topic among anthropologists, I like to draw on the 

AAA president’s reaction to the Introduction of this Report. That introduction was based on initial 

drafts of a set of discipline-specific reports, including this one, and it references the cancellation of 

the panel above. Obviously, the quotation below and subsequent discussion were NOT in the initial 

	

28 I point this out as a researcher who has devoted a large chunk of my career to exploring and 
emphasizing the importance of culture and cultural diversity in understanding humans (Barrett et al. 
2016; Blasi et al. 2022; Henrich 2020; Henrich et al. 2004, 2006, 2010c, 2023; Kroupin et al. 2024; 
Lang et al. 2019; McCauley & Henrich 2006; Schulz et al. 2019).  
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report. I’ve included this because it illustrates the ongoing discourse. A journalist from the Chronicle 

of Higher Education asked the current president of the AAA, Professor Rouse, about the panel's 

cancellation. The journalist asked, “You were elected president-elect of the AAA shortly after that 

incident. Do you regret today the fact that the AAA canceled that panel, or the justification that it 

gave for canceling it?” President Rouse responded as follows: 

All you need to do is literally type into Google and see that we know, factually, 

that there are different types of “sexes” and “genders.” You can have XY and you 

present as a woman, you can have XXY — they’re all variations, genetic 

variations. So the idea that there are two sexes is just factually incorrect, and to 

force biological anthropologists to teach that is the equivalent of turning an 

astronomy department into an astrology department. So I don’t know why we’re 

debating that. You may not like it. I don’t know, maybe you want to kill babies 

that aren’t just XX presenting XX or XY presenting XY, but that’s what we have 

in this world. And then we have people who identify with genders that don’t 

match to their chromosomes, and people like Anthony Appiah, who are gay, and 

so I don’t know what they want, why they want us to teach in that way — that’s 

the equivalent of turning an astronomy department into an astrology department. 

[emphasis mine] 

The AAA president’s response illustrates several important points. First, researchers in this domain 

generally distinguish “sex” (gametes, chromosomes and physiology) from “gender” (social roles and 

‘presentation’). President Rouse immediately stirs them together. In principle, there could be two 

sexes and many genders or three sexes and two genders. The panel’s focus is sex. Second, the AAA 

president seems to want to rely on Google for scholarly knowledge. May I suggest using Google 

Scholar and typing “anisogamy” (maybe restrict to papers since 2020 or so). Third, no one suggested 

that anyone should “force biological anthropologists to teach” anything. It was a panel at an 

academic conference, meant to foster discussion and debate, not an authoritarian pronouncement.  

Finally, and this is the most important point, President Rouse asked, “why we’re debating that…I 

don’t know maybe you want to kill babies that aren’t just XX, presenting XX…” Suddenly, if you 

are one of the panelists, or anyone persuaded by the mainstream arguments in evolutionary biology 

about gamete sizes, you might be seen as wanting to kill gay babies or babies that don’t ‘present’ in 

certain ways.  

https://www.chronicle.com/article/is-anthropology-hopelessly-politicized
https://www.chronicle.com/article/is-anthropology-hopelessly-politicized
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Wait, how did we get from discussing the biological intricacies of sex to infanticide? Where in the 

panel’s description of their presentations was there any suggestion of authoritarian baby killing? It 

sounded to me like several talks aimed to illuminate situations that might expose the vulnerable to 

harm. Others may have a different view, so perhaps a discussion is warranted?  

To follow President Rouse’s logic, you need to read it backward, starting with your political and 

moral support for members of the gay and trans community (a value that President Rouse appears 

to share with the panel). Then the moral commitment drives the assessment of facts about the 

world; apparently, she believes that if it turns out that natural selection only favors two kinds of 

gametes, we would have to oppress gay and/or trans people. What? (My epistemology sees the 

naturalistic fallacy.) Applying this logic to others, if someone thinks sex is binary (maybe the panel?), 

it only follows that they must want to clean out (apparently “kill”) the deviants. From this 

perspective, the cancellation of the panel was a moral imperative — we can’t have a bunch of baby 

killers at our meeting.29   

War! The Anthropology of War 
Among anthropologists, there’s a fascinating debate about the origins and nature of war. A core 

question concerns how old “war” is and how important it has been over the course of human 

evolution. As with many academic debates, two camps have coalesced. The “deep-roots” camp 

argues that intergroup conflict, as observed among chimpanzees, has likely been an important part 

of our species' evolutionary history (Wrangham & Glowacki 2012). In opposition, the shallow-roots 

camp argues that war emerged only recently, with the rise of complex societies (Fry 2007). 

Empirically, the debate centers on whether chimpanzees are a good model for our common 

ancestor, what the ethnographic record tells us about war among hunter-gatherers, and what ‘war’ 

looks like in the Paleolithic record.   

	
29 In 1995, five years before the memo about the impending publication of Darkness was sent to the 
AAA leadership that accused (falsely) Professors Chagnon and Neel of genocide, among other 
crimes, D’Andrade wrote in Current Anthropology, “Currently, sociobiologists such as Napoleon 
Chagnon are attacked at meetings of the AAA simply because of their beliefs. These political attacks 
are motivated by a desire to keep people who have "bad" ideas and who write "bad" things from 
doing research.”  
 



	

	 57	

Both scholarly camps emphasize how understanding war can help promote peace. The leading 

scholar among the deep-rooters, Harvard’s Richard Wrangham, explains that (Wrangham 2019: 251-

4): 

while war is not inevitable, conscious effort is needed to prevent it… Abundant 

evidence shows that violence is socially influenced and socially preventable. 

History, after all, has long told us that societies can be at peace for generations. 

Evolution of a behavioral tendency does not mean that the behavior has to be 

inevitable, inflexible, or in some other way independent of human will. 

Similarly, Professor Glowacki et al. argue that although war arises from “evolved psychological 

predispositions,” the “success of peacemaking institutions gives hope that the zone of peace could 

one day encompass the entire planet” (Glowacki et al. 2020: 977-78). Likewise, drawing on their 

studies of the roots of warfare, Professors Wilson and Wrangham (2022) state: 

 …the challenge of preventing major wars is mainly undertaken by politicians and 

lawyers, but we think that every contribution might help,” and then outline a 

series of questions intended to provide insight into preventing war including what 

is “the point at which leaders… perceive the benefits of peace as outweighing the 

costs of war? Or how [do] individuals categorize others as friend or foe?”30  

My point: everyone in both camps favors less war and believes that a deeper understanding of war 

could help reduce conflict. The issue is this: What’s the best epistemology for improving our 

understanding?  

Despite routinely finding such discussions in the work of deep-rooters, shallow-rooters consistently 

argue against them, claiming that they are pro-war and that their ideas will lead to more war. Perhaps 

the loudest voice among the shallow-rooters, Professor Fry characterizes the deep-rooters’ argument 

as plagued by a “fallacious inevitability,” claiming that deep-rooters assert that “We have always 

been this way, we will always be this way” (2019 Interview). He asserts that deep-rooters “justify 

militarism” and suggests that “If natural selection produced a human primate with a tendency to 

attack neighbors… well let’s forget the negotiating table and arm to the teeth. Let’s stick it to them 

	
30 A decade earlier, Wilson explained that “an understanding of warfare rooted in [evolutionary 
biology] seems likely to point the way towards a better understanding of the contexts that support 
peaceful intergroup relationships” (Wilson 2013: 283-4). 

https://blog.michael-lawrence-wilson.com/blog/
https://open.spotify.com/episode/7C6lxsinFPtk4QXTqRwdzw
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before they stick it to us” (Fry & Söderberg 2013: 263). Professor Sponsel, who coauthored the 

email warning about the Darkness scandal, states that deep-rooters “champion the assumption that 

humans are innately, instinctively, genetically, or biologically programmed to be aggressive, and, 

therefore, that war is an inevitable manifestation of human nature” (Sponsel 2009: 22). 

Observers outside of anthropology have picked up on this moral condemnation. The foreword to 

Fry’s book echoes Fry’s theme, “if war is natural, there is little point in trying to prevent, reduce or 

abolish it” (Fry 2007). Similarly, mimicking the shallow-rooters' tone, the journalist John Horgan 

asserts that “many people think that if war is ancient and innate, it must also be inevitable” (2016). 

He offers no empirical evidence for this claim. Interestingly, when focusing on interpersonal 

aggression (e.g., murder), some shallow-rooters have argued that understanding the origins of this 

form of aggression could be useful in reducing the likelihood of such violence in the modern world; 

see Horgan (2016). So, understanding the evolutionary roots of interpersonal aggression is useful, 

but understanding the evolutionary roots of inter-group conflict is dangerous and makes such 

conflicts inevitable?31  

It’s worth noting that many cancer researchers consider cancer ‘ancient’ and largely ‘inevitable,’ yet 

that doesn’t deter them from (successfully) exploring ways to reduce, inhibit, stifle and cure cancer 

in some cases. Maybe war is like cancer, natural and treatable.  

Demonstrating a morally charged epistemology, shallow-rooters argue against deep-rooters, claiming 

that deep-rooters’ ideas will cause harm (‘ethics’). They offer no evidence for this, and even if true, it 

is not a valid counterargument under scientific epistemology. Further, if understanding the 

evolutionary origins of war helps reduce war’s frequency, there are trade-offs to consider.  

Such a fierce intellectual debate could be healthy and productive, but the discourse consistently 

devolves into personal, moral indictments. Shallow-rooters charge that deep-rooters are politically 

motivated or hopelessly biased. Sponsel accuses deep-rooters of being “apologists for war” (Sponsel 

2009; Sponsel & Gregor 1994: 31), “peace resisters” (Sponsel 2017: 31), and creators of “fiction, not 

science” (Sponsel 2018: 38). Despite the publication of meticulous quantitative studies of warfare by 

	
31 Mr. Horgan also wrote glowingly in the New York Times about Tierney’s Darkness in El Dorado, 
explaining that this “exhaustively reported book” has “convinced me that Chagnon's critics were 
right after all.” As noted, every organization that seriously inquired into Tierney’s sources found 
them wanting. This eventually included the AAA.   

https://www.scientificamerican.com/blog/cross-check/japanese-study-deals-another-blow-to-deep-roots-theory-of-war/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/blog/cross-check/japanese-study-deals-another-blow-to-deep-roots-theory-of-war/
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/11/12/books/hearts-of-darkness.html
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deep-rooters, Fry asserts that they “… have not looked at the data, [and] start… with the base 

narrative that war is inherent in human nature and then [construct] arguments as to why this is the 

case” (2019 Interview). Fry goes straight to personal character, suggesting that “Many scholars and 

scientists don’t do the self-reflection that I would urge them to do” (2019 Interview) and further 

proposing: “Hence one of our prescriptions for researchers working in this area involves the 

sometimes difficult tasks of self-reflection, self-awareness, and self-questioning in light of their 

cultural traditions, professional schooling, and social meanings as reflected in extant values, beliefs, 

and practices” (Fry et al. 2020: 317).32 

Notice the argument here: if Wrangham, Wilson and the other deep-rooters got their morals and 

values straightened out, they’d see that war is recent. Here, the ‘correct’ moral values — those 

exemplified by Fry and Sponsel — allow you to see the world clearly, as it really is or must be. 

Morality and advocacy come first; enlightenment follows.  

Few areas of scholarship could, at least in principle, be more important than understanding the 

origins of war. Yet, here, we find a discourse laden with accusations of moral and ethical deficiencies 

— of promoting violence — targeted at fellow anthropologists who simply read the evidence rather 

differently. This is not a mark of a healthy scholarly discourse. 

I worry that anthropologists have been at this so long — about a half century — that they’ve 

forgotten what healthy debate even looks like. You shouldn’t think your colleagues, who happen to 

hold a different perspective, are villains who must be stopped.   

Past Anthropological Knowledge? 
In discussions with colleagues about the current state of Anthropology, several expressed concern 

that the field had collectively generated a vast body of knowledge about diverse societies through 

ethnography, folklore, archaeology and linguistics, yet this intellectual heritage is not being passed 

	
32 According to Fry, scholars who argue that war might be old in the human lineage “… have 
digested the myth of a warlike past—such “knowledge,” in other words, is an aspect of their shared 
Occidental belief system. Such “knowledge” is not born of objective science. On this human nature 
issue, it is time to stop assuming that the world is flat and instead carefully reexamine the actual 
data” (Fry 2013: 20).  
 

https://open.spotify.com/episode/7C6lxsinFPtk4QXTqRwdzw
https://open.spotify.com/episode/7C6lxsinFPtk4QXTqRwdzw
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on. Several colleagues suggested that what were thought to be anthropological classics are now seen 

as part of a broad colonial enterprise and too biased to offer any real value. 

I had hoped to study course offerings across anthropology departments to determine whether 

courses conveying the breadth of classical anthropological knowledge were still being taught. This 

proved challenging because departments keep old courses on the books, and I found no easy way to 

compile data on which courses were taught and what they covered. A proper exploration of this 

suggestion awaits such an analysis. 

Interestingly, the famed anthropologist Marshall Sahlins expressed concerns about this issue in a 

post shared on the Facebook page of HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory (2017) — see editorial 

discussion here (Da Col 2017). This is noteworthy because, beginning in the 1970s, Sahlins emerged 

as a prominent voice pushing anthropology away from its scientific inclinations toward a more 

interpretive orientation. He was particularly critical of what became evolutionary anthropology 

(Sahlins 1977). Four decades later, in an “Emeritus rant” titled “Where have all the cultures gone,” 

Sahlins asks: 

What happened to Anthropology as the encompassing human science, the comparative 

study of the human condition? Why is a century of the first hand ethnography of 

cultural diversity now ignored in the training and work of anthropologists? Why are 

graduate students in the discipline ignorant of African segmentary lineages, New 

Guinea Highlands pig feasts, Naga head-hunting, the kula trade, matrilateral cross 

cousin marriage, Southeast Asian galactic polities, Fijian cannibalism, Plains Indian 

warfare, Amazonian animism, Inuit kinship relations, Polynesian mana, Ndembu social 

dramas, the installation of Shilluk kings or Swazi kings, Azande witchcraft, Kwakiutl 

potlatches, Australian Aboriginal section systems, Aztec human sacrifice, Siberian 

shamanism, Ojibwa ontology, the League of the Iroquois, the caste system of India, 

Inner Asian nomadism, the hau of the Maori gift, the religion of the Ifugao, etc. etc. 

We are the custodians of this knowledge, and we are content to let it be forgotten. 

Where else in the university are these things to be taught, or is it that they are not 

worthy of scholarly contemplation, and should just be confined to the dustbin of 

intellectual history? 

https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=1525246060874162&id=156351187763663
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Maybe in a few hundred years, if the human species survives the dark ages of planetary 

degradation, there will be a cultural renaissance driven by the discovery of some buried 

or flooded libraries filled with astonishing memoirs of human achievement. 

Sahlins' comment sparked a passionate online discussion (Da Col 2017). Many attacked Sahlins and 

his post as “racist” and yet another example of “white privilege.” Others recognized that something 

had been lost. Crucially, for my point here, there was little sense that Sahlins’ empirical claim — that 

the core of 20th-century anthropology was being forgotten — was incorrect. Rather, many felt ‘good 

riddance’ to “white” or “colonialist” anthropology. Anthropology’s efforts to decolonize itself may 

be sweeping away the field’s cumulative history, including its effort to document all the ways we can 

be human. 

Surely, there must be a way to preserve the archives of anthropology — that vast record of human 

diversity — while still recognizing the contexts in which they emerged: a world of colonialism, 

sexism, Eurocentrism, etc. All scholarly writings, including today’s self-reflexive ethnographies, 

emerge within a particular historical context and need to be read accordingly; it’s the job of scholars 

to devise approaches to dealing with this fact.  

Ongoing today   
Conflicts within anthropology persist, and many faculty members, especially untenured faculty, fear 

dissenting on initiatives related to citation justice, GREs, museum collections, the implementation of 

NAGPRA and the use of demographic factors in hiring and promotion (Beck et al. 2026). Multiple 

untenured and tenured faculty members have shared their experiences with me. In some cases, 

senior colleagues and chairs have threatened or intimidated them for expressing unorthodox views. 

Many fear that going on the record could ‘blow back’ and affect their professional standing and 

promotion.  

In how they respond to this report, I predict that many high-profile anthropologists in the field will 

not only demonstrate that they disagree with me — by offering alternative lines of evidence or 

reanalyzing the data I present (I welcome this) — but also dismiss the evidence I’ve presented by 

questioning my character, morality and motivations. In doing so, they will train another generation 

of junior scholars and graduate students in our field to keep their concerns to themselves and stick 

to the party line — recall the narrowing of political orientation shown in anthropological abstracts.  

https://mediadiversified.org/2017/09/04/anthropology-is-a-white-colonialist-project-cant-be-the-end-of-the-conversation/
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Conclusion 
Anthropology, the study of what makes us human, is one of the most important endeavors in the 

Academy. Our answers have profound intellectual, biological, cultural and practical implications. 

The field is bursting with creative and consequential lines of research that offer a multifaceted and 

holistic view of our species, stretching from the mists of our evolutionary past to the imaginings of 

our possible futures.  

Despite anthropology’s immense contributions and its unique scope, spanning space and time, 

there’s a recognized crisis. Undergraduate enrollments are declining, elite departments are splitting 

informally and formally, fresh PhDs struggle to find positions, and some departments have been 

shut down or merged. At the same time, discourse in the leading journals conveys a sense of doom, 

with titles like Ethnographies of a Dying Discipline. Indeed, one of the most discussed articles in the field 

over the last decade makes The Case for Letting Anthropology Burn.  

In responding to this crisis, the evidence reviewed in this report suggests that it may be time for 

Anthropology to assess its own epistemological health. I’ve offered seven categories of evidence for 

consideration. 

1. Departmental splits, formal and informal, on epistemological grounds have been occurring 

since the 1980s or 1990s. In some departments, this has led to the decline of epistemologies 

that emphasize keeping advocacy separate from knowledge generation.   

2. High-profile statements that include an analysis of addresses by AAA presidents and a 

keynote speaker. Statements about the centrality of political and moral advocacy are 

common, and suggestions about using these commitments in judging ‘good work’ are 

present. 

3. Survey evidence on epistemology shows, among other things, that only one-third of 

anthropologists can agree with the statement: “Advocacy and fieldwork should be kept as 

separate as possible to help protect the objectivity of the research.” 

4. Survey evidence on methods suggests a decline in methodological preparation and the use 

of quantitative and replicable methods.  

5. Computational analyses of the content of abstracts show not only a rise in the left-

leaning political orientation in journal abstracts, but also a narrowing of the range of 

orientations over time. Anthropology showed the second-highest leftward lean and political 

tightness. Focusing on anthropology since 1980, references to named methods, 
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quantification and inferential statistics have declined in sociocultural research (but not in 

biological anthropology or archaeology), while framing around political advocacy, power 

oppositions and critical theory has risen.   

6. Review of high-profile historical cases related to Mead, Stoll and Chagnon. Each case 

illustrates the role of moral advocacy and how compliance is emphasized.  

7. Recent controversies, focusing on sex and war. The cases illustrate how moral positions 

are imported into scholarly discourse and used to disparage fellow scholars. The hidden 

damage is that young scholars will either avoid the topic altogether or avoid taking the 

‘wrong’ position — the one that gets you lumped in with the “apologists for war.” 

In closing, this report does not question the values, politics or commitments held by 

anthropologists, nor does it suggest a push for greater ideological diversity. The issue is how our 

values, ethics and moral commitment interact with the field’s epistemic standards. While, as humans, 

we can never fully excise our values from our judgments and intuitions, we can strive to minimize — 

rather than embrace — their impact on our efforts to generate knowledge. This is the job of a 

scholarly community, not an individual. Institutional norms, explicit models and a mix of methods, 

including more rigorous and replicable ones, can mitigate the influence of our motivations, 

preferences and other commitments on the knowledge-generating process. If Anthropology wants 

to contribute to improving the world and building a better future — living our values — we need a 

knowledge-generating framework built to understand the world as it is and in a manner that builds 

public trust.  
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