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Abstract

Biocultural approaches in anthropology originated from a desire to dissolve the

nature/culture divide that is entrenched in the discipline. Whereas biocultural

approaches were born under the umbrella of medical anthropology, by the late

1990s, biology-centered approaches to bioculturalism had been mostly taken up by

human biologists in biological anthropology. It was at this point that biology-inclined

approaches began to gel into an informal interdiscipline, biocultural anthropology.

Much like any other discipline, biocultural anthropology developed research and pro-

fessional norms with erected boundaries around acceptable work and workers. We

draw from scholarly work in interdisciplinary studies to explore those norms and

boundaries from the perspective of our collaborative, multimethod, and interdisci-

plinary project that combines “biology” and “culture” in unconventional ways. We

provide examples of the obstacles, barriers, and risks we experienced and the costs

exacted on the research project and the researchers due to the nature of our bound-

ary crossings. By exploring biocultural anthropology from the edges of acceptability,

we expose the unacknowledged boundary work in contemporary biocultural anthro-

pology, and by extension, in its parent discipline, anthropology.
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Resumen

Los enfoques bioculturales en antropología se originaron con la intención de superar

la división naturaleza/cultura que está arraigada en la disciplina. Mientras que estos

enfoques nacieron bajo el paraguas de la antropología médica a fines de la década

de 1990, los enfoques bioculturales centrados en la biología habían sido adoptados

principalmente por biólogos dedicados a la antropología biológica. Fue en este punto

que las miradas inclinadas hacia la biología fueron confluyendo en una interdisciplina

informal, la antropología biocultural. Como cualquier otra disciplina, la antropología

biocultural desarrolló sus propias normas de investigación y quehacer profesional,

con límites establecidos en torno a los trabajos y trabajadores admisibles. Partimos
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de antecedentes académicos en estudios interdisciplinarios para explorar esas nor-

mas y límites desde la perspectiva de nuestro proyecto colaborativo, multimétodo

e interdisciplinario que combina “biología” y “cultura” de formas no convencionales.

Proporcionamos ejemplos de los obstáculos, las barreras, los riesgos y los costos que

experimentaron las investigadoras y el equipo de investigación a causa cruzar dichos

límites. Al explorar la antropología biocultural desde los márgenes de lo que se consid-

era aceptable, exponemos un trabajo de frontera poco reconocido en la antropología

biocultural contemporánea y, por extensión, en su disciplina madre, la antropología.

[biocultural, bioculturalismo, interdisciplinaridad, biosocialidad, trabajo de frontera]

The discipline of anthropology aspires to be inherently collaborative

through adherence to a philosophy of holism, or the bringing together

of multiple approaches, to best understand the whole of humanity

(Parkin 2007). As such, anthropology should be free of the typical

obstacles experienced by researchers attempting interdisciplinary col-

laborations (c.f. Strathern 2005; Yanagisako 2005). But anthropol-

ogy is also a discipline with internal tensions that run along classic

nature/culture fault lines that are structurally entrenched in scientific-

oriented and humanistic-oriented subdisciplines (Descola and Pálsson

1996; Lederman2005). Therefore, anthropology is like any other inter-

disciplinary endeavor in that it has created its own system of risks and

rewards for subdisciplinary boundary-crossers.

Our research group was invited to contribute our perspectives on

contemporary biocultural research to American Anthropologist by shar-

ing our experiences from our cross-cutting anthropological project

“Genetic Ancestry, Race, and National Belonging in Argentina.”1 The

project brings together abinational teamofbiological and sociocultural

anthropologists, along with a statistician, a biologist, and an artist. Our

team has been working to collect, analyze, and interpret genomic and

ethnographic data from residents of the urban core of a colonial-era

city in Argentina. Importantly, we have done so with the sole purpose of

understanding thepersonal and collectiveways inwhich genetic ances-

try inference interacts with notions of “race” and national belonging.

That is, our research is motivated by questions more typically asked

by sociocultural anthropologists, sociologists, and bioethicists and not

by biological anthropologists or human geneticists. Thus, we collected

genomicdata to informandenrichethnographic data, andnot theother

way around. Moreover, our anthropological research team members

stray often from their subdisciplinary boundaries: biological anthropol-

ogists conduct ethnographic interviews and analyses, and sociocultural

anthropologists collect and interpret genomic data.

Yet our project does not fall easily within the bounds of anthro-

pological work that is “biocultural,” a term adopted both within

biological and sociocultural anthropology. Biocultural work seeks to

produce anthropological insights at the intersection of biology and

culture, particularly focused on human health and well-being (c.f.

Sobo 2011; Wiley and Cullin 2016). Within biological anthropology,

this work has been taken up by human biologists and has involved

almost every biologically based tool but rarely—and only recently—

direct genetic approaches (i.e., genomicmarker typing and sequencing).

Within sociocultural anthropology, biocultural approaches typically fall

into the realm of medical anthropology, in which genetics tends to be a

space of critique rather than an approach that is integrated in analysis

(Franklin 2003; Goodman, Heath, and Lindee 2003; Lock 2012; Marks

2013;Morgan 1993).

We take up the following questions related to the interdisciplinary

promise of anthropology, focusing on biocultural approaches emanat-

ing from biological anthropology: What happens to those of us who

engage in cross-cutting research but those crossings do not occur in

(inter)disciplinarily familiar ways? That is, what happens when neither

the researchers nor the questions align with anthropology’s typical

divisions and crossings? It turns out that such misalignments exact

costs on both the researchers and the research.

This is not to ignore the rewards of interdisciplinarity. Our research

team has certainly benefited from working collaboratively: We have

exerted checks on each other’s myopic oversights and exhilarated in

shared creative breakthroughs (Nissani 1997).We began and continue

our collaborative journey with the belief that our interdisciplinary pro-

cess will ultimately heighten our ability to solve complex problems and

generate new knowledge (c.f. National Academy of Sciences 2005).

However, to achieve the aspirations of interdisciplinarity, we must be

willing to engage in discussion of its concomitant drawbacks (Frickel,

Albert, and Prainsack et al. 2017). In the spirit of moving forward,

the drawbacks as experienced by contemporary anthropologists—the

obstacles, the barriers, and the risks—are what we focus on here.

SITUATING BIOCULTURALISM AND BIOCULTURAL
ANTHROPOLOGY WITHIN ANTHROPOLOGY

To parse the ways in which our project falls within or outside of

(sub)disciplinary bounds, we begin by reflecting on today’s biocultural

practices in theory and aspiration. We begin with bioculturalism’s his-

torical relationship with anthropology’s long-standing desire toward

holism.

For more than one hundred years, anthropology has claimed dis-

ciplinary exceptionalism: Anthropology is special among disciplines

because of its “big tent” thatwelcomes humanists, social scientists, and
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biological scientists, all of whom are united in their committed study

of humans, past and present. The benefit of this unique disciplinary

arrangement, the argument goes, is that it enables anthropologists to

generate transformative knowledge about humans and their relations

(e.g., Nader 2001; Weiner 1995) in ways that other disciplines inher-

ently cannot.

Yet anthropologists havenever felt completely comfortablewith the

underlying premise that subdisciplinary interactions under the disci-

plinary big tent2 necessarily lead to exceptional new knowledge about

humanity, nor that such interactions provide a strong enough disci-

plinary glue (e.g., Borofsky 2002; Geertz 1985; Handler 1991; Segal

and Yanagisako 2005; Weiner 1995). Nevertheless, the salvage mis-

sion of the non-Western Other through physical, linguistic, ethnologi-

cal, and archaeological description has kept disciplinarians together, at

least through the first half of the twentieth century.

Over time, however, fewer and fewer anthropologists have been on

boardwith studying humanity as an essentialized subject or doing so as

part of an intellectual field founded in an early-twentieth-century view

of science (c.f. Benedict 1948). The so-called science wars3 (Holden

1993; Morell 1993) of the late 1970s and 1980s exacerbated a frac-

ture between cultural and biological approaches to such an extent that

some US departments of anthropology broke along comparable lines

(BrownandYoffee1992;Kuper andMarks2011).Additionally, the aca-

demic relevance of disciplinary anthropology began to be threatened

from without by extra-disciplinary incursions from, for example, cul-

tural studies (Dominguez 1996;Holden 1993;Weiner 1995), sociology

and psychology (D’Andrade 2000), sociobiology (Wilson 1975, 1978),

evolutionary biology (Mayr 1959, 2001), and human genetics (Cavalli-

Sforza et al. 1991).

In response, anthropologists in the 1990s and early 2000s actively

debated the state of the anthropological discipline at professional

conference and publication venues. These debates mostly centered

on whether the discipline could—or even should—find a new unifying

rationale to balance the centrifugal forces generated by the subdis-

ciplines (e.g., D’Andrade 2000; Ingold 1992; Marcus 2005; Segal and

Yanagisako 2005). Annette Weiner, in her 1993 Presidential Address

to the American Anthropological Association (AAA), called for “dis-

mantling former boundaries to create more far-reaching interdisci-

plinary endeavors” (Weiner 1995). Likewise, Matt Cartmill, in his 1994

Annual Luncheon Address to the American Association of Physical

Anthropologists,4 called for a reinvention of anthropology by looking

for “ways of cutting across the four fields in training future anthropolo-

gists” (Cartmill 1994).

These discussions, we argue, did lead anthropology to a renewed

disciplinary mission (c.f. Nader 2001). With the benefit of hindsight,

we describe that mission as follows: Anthropology is an academic

discipline that strives to be societally relevant by being ever atten-

tive to issues, themes, and events of vital public concern. Further-

more, to do so, anthropology leverages its “special sauce”: its cross-

(sub)disciplinary potential.5 For some, this renewed mission took form

as an engaged anthropology (Borofsky 2002; Ingold 1992; Kottak

2009; Rappaport 1993), one iteration of which was a recasting of

then-existing biocultural approaches into a “new biocultural synthesis”

(Armelagos et al. 1992; Baer 1990; Goodman and Leatherman 1998;

Leatherman, Goodman, and Thomas 1993). This mission, although

meant to be unifying, was not meant to be totalizing (Lederman 2005).

That is, whereas anthropology’s traditional configuration was for all

subdisciplines to be working on the same project—meaning the gen-

eralized understanding of the human object through a multifaceted

description of the non-Western Other (Ingold 1992; Segal and Yanag-

isako 2005)—in this renewed mission, arriving at understanding(s) of

what it means to be or become human happens through the plural

lenses of themultiple fields within anthropology (Borofsky 2002;Mar-

cus 2005; Thomas 2016). Parkin (2007) refers to this as a new holism

of complementing disciplines.

In step with preceding biocultural approaches from the 1970s and

1980s, the newbiocultural synthesismaintained its foci on ecology and

adaptation in the study of human health and accompanying stresses

(Wiley 1992) but also combined with critical political-economic frame-

works (Singer 1986, 1989). Before this point, anthropologists who

took on biocultural approaches, whether from the perspective of

biological adaptation or from political economy, were engaged in

“medical anthropology.” After the call for a synthesis, medical anthro-

pologists became increasingly more culture-centered to examine how

culture shapes and is shaped by human biology (Armelagos et al. 1992;

Dressler 2005). At the same time, human-biology-oriented researchers

whowereengaged inbioculturalwork tookupamorebiology-centered

version of bioculturalism.

The biocultural phenomenon in anthropology naturally lends itself

to the term “biocultural anthropology.” In our analysis, the use of

the term signals an aspirational openness to anthropological research

achieved through integrated collaboration across subdisciplines. We

argue that it also informally invokes a corresponding interdiscipline,

as biocultural anthropology has developed research and professional

normswith erected boundaries around acceptablework andworkers.6

It effectively functions as a discipline (or interdiscipline) without engag-

ing in the formalities of a discipline, such as the curation of research in

a dedicated journal or of researchers in a professional association. (We

discuss those boundaries further in an upcoming section, “What Kind

of Project Is This?”). At the same time, a casual interdisciplinary sta-

tus allows biocultural anthropology tomaintain permeable boundaries

and memberships, and by doing so, model a holistic anthropology (see

Leatherman and Goodman 2020; Leatherman, Goodman, and Thomas

1993; Sobo 2020; Thomas 2016).

Despite the aspirational openness of bioculturalism generally, and

putting aside practitioners’ disciplinary affiliations, contemporary

anthropological work claiming the term “biocultural” has in many

ways stayed close to original formulations of biocultural approaches,

as Wiley and Cullin (2016) demonstrate in their survey of published

biocultural work from the years 2000 to 2014. In practice, biocultural

work overwhelmingly focuses on human somatic experiences of health

and well-being that take environmental contexts into account. Virtu-

ally any approach that incorporates “cultural” with “human biological”

takes on a biocultural label. If a theoretical perspective is offered,

it is evolutionary theory, perhaps followed by political-economic

theory.
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INTERDISCIPLINARITY AND ANTHROPOLOGY

In the background of these disciplinary dialogues have been broader

academic discussions on interdisciplinarity. Interdisciplinarity herewill

generically refer to “any form of dialogue or interaction between

two or more disciplines” (Moran 2010, 14). Interdisciplinarity among

the social sciences has been around since at least the 1920s (Klein

1996), though generally to the exclusion of anthropology, presum-

ably because anthropology was born out of the natural sciences and,

in any case, already considered itself to be inherently collaborative

(see, e.g., Strathern 2005). By the 1990s, though, interdisciplinarity

began to take on a new flavor—an “interdisciplinary turn” (Castán

Broto, Gislason, and Ehlers 2010)—emphasizing research collabora-

tion between scientists and nonscientists in the service of a “better

science” (Barry, Born, and Weszkalnys 2008; Nowotny 2017; Peder-

sen 2015; Strathern 2004). This new interdisciplinarity was taken up

by administrators as an institutional value and remains in place to this

day.

This time, anthropology, alongwith sister fields in the social sciences

and humanities, were implicated in this institutionally directed inter-

disciplinarity. It was at this point that anthropologists and related dis-

ciplinarians began to heavily interrogate the concept and all it entails

(e.g., Frickel, Albert, and Prainsack 2017; Prainsack et al. 2010; Strath-

ern 2004, 2007). Whereas anthropology ostensibly encourages equi-

table interactions among collaborating disciplines, the new institu-

tional top-down approach blatantly favors interdisciplinary work that

enhances scientific outcomes. This, in turn, creates institutional pres-

sures favoring scientific over humanistic approaches, with the unfortu-

nate circumstanceof again reinforcing anature/culturedivide through-

out institutions and disciplines. For anthropology and its inter(sub)

disciplines such as biocultural anthropology, interdisciplinarity also

exacerbates preexisting fault lines and intensifies the challenges to

cross-(sub)disciplinary work.

GROUNDED REFLECTIONS ON BIOCULTURAL
INTERDISCIPLINARITY

Frickel, Albert, and Prainsack (2017, 6) remind us that “interdisci-

plinary collaborations don’t occur in a social vacuum but within insti-

tutional settings that shape relationships between researchers, dis-

ciplines, theory traditions, and methodologies.” They further urge

researchers to consider the followingwhile or before engaging in inter-

disciplinary collaboration: power relations and hierarchies between

disciplines and knowledge areas, expectations of funders and admin-

istrators, and struggles for authority (Brister 2014; c.f. Nissani 1997).

In our interdisciplinary effort, these three considerations materi-

alized themselves repeatedly and in varied forms. Different aspects

or stages of the project produced novel iterations and nuances. At

times, the overarching institutional contexts mattered considerably.

We describe some of the challenges we experienced after briefly sum-

marizing the work of our project below.

The Project: Genetic Ancestry, Race, and National
Belonging in Argentina

Our project asks how public perspectives of race, ethnicity, and

national belonging interact with recent trends in genetic ancestry

research in Argentina. The study employs a multimethod research

design through the generation, analysis, and interpretation of genomic

and ethnographic data. The sample- and data-collection portion of the

project took place from 2015 to 2019 among the residents of Luján, a

mid-sized city in Buenos Aires Province, Argentina. Over that period,

our research team conducted genetic ancestry analysis of almost three

hundred individuals from Luján’s historical city center and longitu-

dinally assessed immediate and longer-term attitudes about genet-

ics, race, and nation through ethnographic interviews and participant

observation. We also mounted two public interactive exhibits in a

downtown cultural center and museum and at the local university to

assess collective attitudes about race, genetics, and individual and col-

lective (national) identities.

What Kind of Project Is This?

Our first challengewas identifying anappropriate disciplinary category

for the project. Doing sowould help us home in on appropriate funding

agencies (see “Funding Challenges,” next section).Where in anthropol-

ogy does our project fit? The project’s socioculturally oriented ques-

tions are not typical of biological anthropology, and the fact that the

“biological” component of the project involves genomics complicates

matters even more. We would not be the first to note that society

accords special authority to genetics (Goodman 2007; Hinterberger

2012; Koenig, Lee, and Richardson 2008), and in our experience, so

does academia, or at least anthropology. In anthropology, genetics as

a contributing research field (and not as a site of critique) is still at the

margins of the discipline, such that research involving genetic work is

seen as emanating from a boutique subfield of biological anthropology

(anthropological genetics) or, if too far afield, froman outside discipline

such as human genetics.

We had considered biocultural anthropology at first, which would

therefore allow us to access funding agencies dedicated to biologi-

cal anthropology. However, our informal review of published work at

the time suggested to us that the field’s priority was human health

(measured biologically), with research conducted by human biolo-

gists within biological anthropology, and that sociocultural lenses

often appeared only in discussion sections as post hoc interpretive

frames.7 Furthermore, in biocultural anthropology, the use of more

direct genetic approaches (i.e., marker typing and sequencing at the

DNA level)were rare, though recent exceptionshavebeenepigenomics

and metabolomics, as these are more easily connected to the areas of

health andwell-being (c.f. Amato et al. 2021;Mulligan 2021).

In contrast, our project’s research priority was ideational in nature,

with heavy integration of genomic typing and analysis. It seemed,

then, that the project was not biological anthropology, nor was it
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biocultural anthropology. That left us with sociocultural anthropol-

ogy, given its inclusion of medical anthropology, but would sociocul-

tural anthropology accept us given the project’s substantial genomic

component?

Funding Challenges

Our quandary in finding an appropriate funding venue was as follows:

the project’s questions emanate primarily from the social sciences, but

ourmultimethod approach (that included genomic analysis) demanded

a large budget best accommodated by natural science funding

programs.

After considering multiple funding venues, we determined that the

USNational ScienceFoundation (NSF)wouldbe themost feasible fund-

ing source given its general scope and funding levels. We naturally

took ahard look atNSF’s anthropologyprograms,which are subdivided

according to traditional anthropological subdisciplines (as are many

other anthropological funding sources). The NSF’s Biological Anthro-

pology Program considers projects whose primary questions are evo-

lutionary in scope and/or deal with the subjects of human variability,

adaptation, or health.8 The NSF’s Cultural Anthropology Program is

more open in scope, seeking proposals that address “causes, conse-

quences, and complexities of human social and cultural variability” and

even allowing for the collection of biomarkers.9 However, theNSFCul-

tural Anthropology Program’s average per project budget size was too

low for our purposes.

In our first of two submission rounds, we asked for the proposal

to be co-reviewed by three NSF programs—Biological Anthropology,

Cultural Anthropology, and Science and Technology Studies (STS)10—

with its home program located in Biological Anthropology. That pro-

posal was not funded but received many helpful reviews from the Cul-

tural Anthropology and STSNSFpanels. NSF’s Biological Anthropology

Program declined to review the proposal, which we surmised (but did

not verify) was because the proposal was not focused on an evolution-

ary question, though it did apply evolutionary theory. For the second

round of review, after consulting with various NSF program officers,

we opted for a co-review between only STS and Cultural Anthropol-

ogyprograms,with its homeprogram inSTS, given the latter’s relatively

larger budget.

After resubmission, we found our funded home in NSF’s STS Pro-

gram. STS is a deliberately interdisciplinary field that is devoted to the

study of “developments in science, technology, or medicine in relation

to their social contexts.”11 Unlike most other disciplines, researchers

can engage in STS scholarship without losing their disciplinary iden-

tity in their home fields. Thus, STS scholarly identities range across the

humanities and sciences, fromanthropologists and sociologists tomed-

ical practitioners and engineers. Still, STS has its own set of norms in

terms of literary canon, accepted methods, and budget expectations

(as manifested in its granting programs). We were ultimately funded

through the NSF STS Program only after retooling the theoretical and

budgetary scope of the project to meet these norms and the program’s

budget constraints. TheSTSprogramofficer at the time then sought co-

funding through NSF’s EPSCoR program, established to broaden par-

ticipation of diverse groups and institutions.12

We cover the challenges with retooling the project’s theoretical

aspects in the section below.

Navigating Epistemic Barriers

Interdisciplinary work is based on informed collaboration that

demands a certain level of mastery of multiple fields by the individual

collaborators. Collaboratorsmust identify andmove through epistemic

barriers, which include incompatible styles of thought and language,

differing research traditions, and different techniques (Knorr-Cetina

1999; Porcelli and Teller 2019).

In formulating our project, we took it upon ourselves to actively

learn information, theories, and methods from each other’s

(sub)disciplines. We also critically reviewed literature in multiple

and varied research areas outside our areas of expertise and written

in multiple languages.13 We did this with the understanding that every

academic field, every country, and every subcontinent has a different

tradition and perspective on each subject. Here our only strategy

was to read as much and as widely as we could, hoping to eventually

navigate each of the subject’s nuances in academic and public worlds

and as each plays out in different countries. This process takes an

inordinate amount of focused time.

Though we cannot retrospectively quantify the number of hours

taken up by this process, we can provide readers with a window into

the process through an example. Here are some of the ways we expe-

rienced early epistemic challenges in the context of race, one of the

project’s central themes.Oneof thebiological anthropologists initiated

the project with a perspective on race that was reflective of the limited

discourseof her anthropological subdiscipline, biological anthropology.

Until only very recently, bioanthropological perspectives on race had

not moved much beyond the antirace work of the 1950s, stuck on the

argument that humans are far more similar (biologically/genetically)

than different (e.g., Lewontin 1972) and that race is therefore a social

construction (e.g., Montagu 1962). After intensively reading and lis-

tening to perspectives outside of bioanthropology in preparation for

the project, this biological anthropologist realized that sociocultural

anthropologists and sociologists had been insisting for quite some time

that we must move beyond a social constructivist position on race (c.f.,

Duster 2003; Hacking 2006; Hartigan 2008, 2010) to acknowledge

the recursive dynamics between biology and race (c.f., Duster 2011;

Gravlee 2009; Hartigan 2008). The call to move away from construc-

tivism freed this biological anthropologist to then explore the phe-

nomenon of racism in theUnited States in itsmyriad historical and con-

temporary forms.

The project’s sociocultural and biological anthropologists alike had

to take on the task of understanding how race is both theorized and

publicly understood inArgentina versus theUnited States. The existing

social theoretical literature in Argentina has focused less on race and

more on ethnic and cultural dynamics due to the longtime mainstream

equation of race with Blackness in Argentina. And because Argentines
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generally believe that “there are no Blacks in Argentina,” it follows

that racismdoesn’t exist there.However, our personal experiences told

us otherwise.14 We were therefore challenged to preliminarily con-

ceive of Argentina’s race concept in a nation where the very concept

has been essentially erased. Peter Wade (2010) has termed this phe-

nomenon the “absent presence” of race, having come across similar

phenomena in other Latin American contexts (see Law 2004).

Moreover, configurations of race in Argentina exist in counterpoint

with other pan-Latin configurations. Much of South and Central Amer-

ica and parts of North America share a Spanish or Portuguese colonial

experience, underwent nation-building informed by eugenic thought

in the 1800s (Stepan 1992; Zimmerman 1992), and underwent sim-

ilar waves of immigration resulting from extra-continental wars and

poverty.

These are but three ofmyriad considerations having to dowith race.

The point here is that our epistemic challenges originated in the fact

that anthropological subdisciplines in their national contexts maintain

different knowledge bubbles that are referentially reinforced in their

journals, texts, conferences, coursework, and departments. Just as it

takes years to achieve subdisciplinary expertise, it also takes significant

time to master other disciplines to either create or join new interdis-

ciplines, to obtain funding, and to successfully publish one’s work. Yet

the amount of time this requires is often incompatiblewith the produc-

tion schedule set by institutional systems of academic probation and

promotion, thereby taking a toll on professional careers (Jacobs and

Frickel 2009; Klein 1990).15

Risks to Crossing Nature/Culture Boundaries

Nature and culture are not equal combatants in the ongoing two-

cultures war; rather, they sit in hierarchical relation to each other, such

that scientific approaches are more highly valued societally and insti-

tutionally than humanistic approaches (Blakey 1998; Moran 2010). A

hierarchy also exists within scientific approaches, with experimental

sciences at the top and qualitativemethods at the bottom (Barry, Born,

and Weszkalnys 2008; Prainsack et al. 2010). Researchers, funders,

and institutions tacitly and continually reproduce these hierarchies

(Castán Broto, Gislason, and Ehlers 2010) such that any person wish-

ing to pursue interdisciplinary research may ultimately second-guess

their decision to do so.

Here we share some of our concerns pertaining to nature/culture

boundary crossing: Given that our project’s scientific work is in ser-

vice of a fundamentally social science project, will the scientific work

or the scientists be devalued or delegitimized? Somewhat conversely,

in the context of working on a project that has a scientific compo-

nent, is there a danger that the social science or social scientists will be

erased (Albert 2014; Brister 2014)? Either (or both) of these dynam-

ics could take place at any point in the project—during fieldwork (with

our participants, our local research collaborators, or local community),

during publication review, or at any other evaluative moment, such as

grant solicitation or academic promotion (National Academy of Sci-

ences 2005).

These questions give voice to some of our persistent fears in con-

ducting this work—fears that have unfortunately already materialized.

The first concern manifested itself when one of the project’s biological

anthropologists was up for her annual review at her academic institu-

tion. A university administrator characterized her as “an ethnographer”

and the project as “ethnographic” in his evaluations and ignoredher sci-

entific contributions or the project’s scientific aspects. Whether born

from overt malice or passive adherence to boundaries, the effect was

to devalue the work and the researcher.

Similarly, when one of the sociocultural anthropologists sought to

develop greater technical familiarity with genetic ancestry inference

by learning the most widely used computer program at the time, she

struggled to find support within her department and was dismissed as

not having the capacity to do the analysis and understand the program,

despite having sat on several interdisciplinary dissertation committees

using thesemethodsandhavingabackground ingenetics (frombiology,

rather than anthropology). Crossing the epistemic threshold between

sociocultural and biological anthropology was strongly policed within

her institution, not at the level of service but at the level of intellectual

production.

Our second concern had to do with the ways in which the author-

ity of genetics might influence the research in unintended ways (c.f.

Hacking2006;Rabinow1992); that is,wewere concernedwith the role

of scientism, the belief that scientific knowledge has an unrivaled and

universal claim to truth (Ingold 2013). Indeed, as much as we tried to

play down the genetic ancestry aspect of the project, it is what par-

ticipants and local publics nevertheless focused on. Our attempt to

ensure that people did not assume that we were conducting solely

a genetic ancestry project included omitting any mention of genet-

ics in the project title (“Conocimientos e Identidades Argentinas,” or

“Argentine Understandings and Identities”), emphasizing at the point

of recruitment thatwewere studyingArgentine identities throughpar-

ticipant responses to their genetic ancestry information and emphasiz-

ing at the point of informed consent that the project was not centered

on the genetic ancestry analysis. We also pushed back during radio

and newspaper interviews. Yet, the primary goal of our project was

constantly recast by participants, local residents and academics, radio

interviewers, and journalists as a genetic ancestry analysis of Luján’s

residents. Participants mentioned looking forward to viewing and dis-

cussing their genetic ancestry results with us and fellow residents, and

secondarily the project themes, if at all. Likewise, the headline of the

widely read local newspaper in Luján called El Civismo (Civic Engage-

ment) reported the start of the project as “Tomanmuestras para ‘ances-

tralidad genética’ en el centro de Luján” (Genetic ancestry sampling

taking place in central Luján) (Papaleo 2015). Another more recent

headline from La Nación (The Nation), a prominent national magazine

in Argentina, was “Luján. Buscan reconstruir el ADN de una de las ciu-

dades más antiguas del país.” (Luján. [Researchers] looking to recon-

struct the DNA of one of the country’s oldest cities) (Mealla 2019).

Thus, even though we continually developed ways to maintain, if

not elevate, the authority of the social science aspects of the project,

those efforts were overwhelmed by the public allure of genetics. The

magnetism of genetics both in the news media and the imaginaries of
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participants presented important methodological challenges in how to

best capture ideas of genetics and race that were not already overde-

termined by the team’s perceived authority as geneticists or by the

very use of genetic analyses in the research. Brister (2014) calls this

“disciplinary capture,” referring to when the standards and commit-

ments of onediscipline takeprecedenceover theother, therebyplaying

an outsize role in the collaborative process.

Career Challenges

Lastly, though interdisciplinary collaboration may be worth pursuing

to push through epistemic barriers in research, it cannot be assumed

to dismantle or even ameliorate inequities faced by researchers

themselves.

While the careers of social science and humanities scholars may

be arguably enhanced by collaborations with natural scientists, the

careers of natural scientists may be put at risk. However, that career

boost may be temporary and effectively erased at the time of evalua-

tion and promotion, the outcomes of which are heavily based on schol-

arly publication, the norms of which differ among fields (c.f. National

Academy of Sciences 2005). In the sciences, collaborations are com-

mon and result in multiauthored publications that are institutionally

rewarded. In the humanities and social sciences, sole authorship is the

norm, and the value of a scholar’s contribution (and therefore the value

of the publication in that scholar’s evaluation) is diluted for every addi-

tional author on a publication, even if the scholar is lead author.We are

not yet at the point of publication, but we are already wary of these

risks.

Importantly, institutionalized inequalities among academic faculty

create downstream fracture lines in research. Our project’s US-based

research team consists of amix of tenure-line faculty (pre-tenured and

tenured) and non-tenure-line faculty. The research project demanded

months of fieldwork over the course of several years. While tenure-

line faculty can negotiate release timewithin their institutions without

compromising their job status or their salaries, non-tenure-line faculty

do not have this option, particularly adjunct faculty. For us, this meant

that every research trip taken during the academic year (ofwhich there

were three) put our non-tenure-line collaborators at great risk of losing

their positions from year to year. Fortunately, this never happened, but

the fear always haunted us.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Current scholarship on interdisciplinarity points out that we operate

under the strong assumption that interdisciplinary knowledge is bet-

ter than disciplinary knowledge (Frickel, Albert, and Prainsack 2017).

Because thebenefit of interdisciplinary knowledge is taken for granted,

discussions about obstacles and challenges to both initiating and fur-

thering interdisciplinary work tend to be ignored, perhaps to anthro-

pology’s detriment.

Here we have described but a few of the challenges to interdisci-

plinary work, in the form of obstacles, barriers, and risks from the per-

spective of our collaborative project. Our experiences showcase what

can happen when contemporary researchers attempt to be part of

twoormore anthropological domainswith differing epistemic cultures,

such as biological and sociocultural anthropology (c.f. Gravlee 2013).

We experienced the weight of structural inequalities and ideological

biases from disciplines and institutions (e.g., universities, funding agen-

cies), all of which mutually reinforce each other. We argue that what

counts as legitimized interdisciplinarity continues to be strongly condi-

tioned by classical nature/culture divisions. Those divisions do not sep-

arate out equal territories but rather delineate hierarchical ordering,

where “nature” and “science” exact higher value than “culture,” social

science, and the humanities (c.f. Prainsack et al. 2010).

Furthermore, today’s interdisciplinarity is strongly pressured by the

expectations of governing institutions (Frickel, Albert, and Prainsack

2017). Global crises like climate change or pandemics like COVID-19

undoubtedly have further strained institutions’ budgets to in turn exac-

erbate these pressures. This means that the risks to boundary cross-

ing (particularly of the undisciplined kind) for both researchers and

research projects are higher than ever.

What can contemporary anthropology do to improve interdisci-

plinarity in the face of ongoing and novel pressures? We suggest that

anthropology and anthropologists begin by interrogating the current

dynamics of their boundary work (Gieryn 1983), including the mea-

sures taken to police disciplinary boundaries. Some of this bound-

ary work is accomplished through public postings, such as on institu-

tional or journal webpages, or in written documents, such as reports or

reviews; these are measures that can be relatively easily scrutinized.

We further propose that a significant but unmeasurable amount of

boundary work occurs behind the scenes—that is, before individuals

make visible decisions about where to position, promote, or publicize

their research or careers (e.g., applying for a grant, submitting work to

a journal for peer review, or soliciting promotion). We base this propo-

sition on our own experiences, butwe suspect we are not the only ones

navigating these waters.

To be clear, the phenomenon of boundary work exists because dis-

ciplinary structures depend on individuals engaging in self-disciplining

acts (Clifford 2005). To be disciplined is to regulate norms in largely

self-directed and unexceptional ways. By relying on implied, informal

boundaries, disciplines cultivate a culture of unseen and unspoken self-

policing. Whether those boundaries acted on by individuals are real or

imagined is ultimately irrelevant, as their effects are real and epistemi-

cally unsettling.Our disciplinary challenge, then, is tomake that unseen

work—that self-policing—visible, thereby exposing the structures con-

ditioning them. Only then could we better engage in an anthropology

enacted through what Yanagisako (2005) has called “flexible interdis-

ciplinarity.” That is, anthropology operates as a kind of trading zone

(Galison 1997) in which scholars can form contingent articulations or

disarticulations (Clifford 2005) by openly crossing and integrating spe-

cializations with the goal of framing solutions to the world’s concerns

(Borofsky 2002; Handler 1991).
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Does bioculturalism form a contingent articulation? In aspiration,

yes. In current practice, not yet. Even though bioculturalism originated

to extend a bridge between the two cultures, it has not yet managed

to escape the dynamics experienced by its parent discipline, anthro-

pology. As typically practiced, bioculturalism reproduces the hierar-

chical ordering inherent in nature/culture dynamics such that not all

projectsmelding biological and sociocultural methods and theories are

fully able to claim an interdiscipline. Thus, anthropological researchers

and their interdisciplinary projects that go against the grain of estab-

lished orderings will experience challenges to their careers and their

research, even if those projects are potentially biocultural. These unac-

knowledged dynamics serve to discourage researchers to pursue inter-

disciplinary biocultural work.

Alternative strains of biocultural anthropology—if put into

practice—may help transform not only the interdiscipline but anthro-

pology itself. “Radical bioculturalism” (Goodman 2000), “cultural

human biology” or “cultural-biological research” (Goodman 2013,

2014), along with a relative newcomer, “biosociality,” aim to renego-

tiate facile nature/culture dichotomies.16 This renegotiation happens

in several ways: first, by reenvisioning the nature of the relationship

itself as either dialectical (Goodman 2013; Goodman and Leather-

man 1998; Levins and Lewontin 1985) or relational (Fuentes 2013;

Ingold 2004; Ingold and Pálsson 2013; Pálsson 2013, 2017). Second,

by concomitantly elevating the social-cultural with respect to the

biological (and thereby not giving a priori primacy to biology); this

includes accepting ideational as well as methods-based approaches

to studying society and culture. Third and finally, renegotiation can

happen by appreciating that theoretical and empirical biology itself

has been shifting, moving ever further away from gene-centric deter-

minism. Current mainstream biology is motivated by such approaches

as niche construction and the extended evolutionary synthesis (e.g.,

Fuentes 2010, 2013, 2016) and novel discoveries in epigenetics and

microbiome research (Lock and Pálsson 2016; Meloni 2019; Meloni,

Williams, andMartin 2016).

We approach these calls for integration with cautious optimism,

however, given that these initiatives have been prompted by devel-

opments in biology (Fox Keller 2016; Lock and Pálsson 2016).

We may simply be repeating familiar patterns under the guise

of new terminology and frameworks given that disciplinary iden-

tities are to a large extent conditioned by their socio-historical

contexts (Li 2009). As long as other structures stay in place—

for example, subdisciplinary-based hiring, evaluation, and funding—

anthropological workers will continue to be incentivized to stay in

their epistemic corners despite calls for new theories, approaches, or

methods.
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NOTES
1The project’s bilingual website can be accessed at www.cei-ar.org.
2 In the United States, a “big tent”anthropology is structurally executed as

“four fields.” These are, in alphabetical order: archaeological anthropol-

ogy, biological anthropology (also known as physical anthropology), lin-

guistic anthropology, and sociocultural anthropology (or social anthropol-

ogy or cultural anthropology) (Boas 1904; Hicks 2013).
3Or the “two-cultures war,” as per Fox Keller (2016) and Snow (1964).
4 In June 2021, the American Association of Physical Anthropologists

(AAPA) officially changed its name to the American Association of Bio-

logical Anthropologists (AABA).
5And yet, it is perhaps the slow and halting nature of this renewedmission

that our disciplinary wounds continue to reopen from time to time. For

example, the two-culture nature/culture rift pulled anthropology danger-

ously apart in2010when theAAAdidnot use theword “science” in adraft

definition of anthropology, to the rancor of a fewanthropologistswho felt

that thedisciplinewas still in danger of takeover bypostmodernists (c.f. N.

Wade Nicholas, 2010a, 2010b). However brief that scandal, it did lead to

a timely and à propos commentary by Kuper and Marks (2011) entitled

“Anthropologists Unite!” that called for a renewed commitment to cross-

disciplinary work in anthropology. Given global variation in the human

condition, Kuper andMarks argued, “the obvious conclusion is that inter-

disciplinary research is imperative” (167).
6Though Wiley and Cullin (2016) review the use of the term “biocultural”

through a bibliometric analysis of recent literature, they do not explicitly

consider the ways in which the term is also used to delimit an anthropo-

logical subfield.
7Subsequent papers by Wiley and Cullin (2016) and Hoke and Schell

(2020), among others, have since supported these inferences.
8See https://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=5407. One of

us had also been serving on various NSF Biological Anthropology Pro-

gram grant panels and can verify the implementation of this scope at

around this time, at least at the level of panel review.
9See https://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=505513.
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https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0708-0317
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0708-0317
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3474-4660
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3474-4660
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9749-9757
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10See https://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=505697.
11See http://4sonline.org.
12EPSCoR stands for “Established Program to Stimulate Competitive

Research” (found at: https://www.nsf.gov/od/oia/programs/epscor).
13The following are the knowledge domains that were sufficiently mas-

tered by the project’s lead researchers from the disciplinary perspectives

of anthropology, human genetics, sociology, STS, and history: race and

racism, ethnicity, identity, technology, biopower and biopolitics, genet-

ics, genomics, genetic admixture, DNAwet lab techniques, genetic ances-

try testing/inference, bioethics, eugenics, immigration, and colonial and

current nation-building/national politics of Argentina, Latin America, and

comparisons to the United States.
14The lead researchers all have strong connections to Argentina: one of us

is born and raised in Argentina, and two of us areUnited States-born chil-

dren of Argentine parents.
15For example, our own project took years to set up.We piloted the project

in 2010with a small sample of sixteen individuals.We then spent the next

three years returning annually to Argentina to establish the kinds of trust

relations necessary for an interdisciplinary project. All this groundwork

was essential for demonstrating the project’s feasibility to funding orga-

nizations. It was ultimately funded in 2014, and fieldwork began in 2015.
16 “Biosociality” is a term first coined by Paul Rabinow (1992) to signal a

reconceptualization of “nature” as reformed and remade through artifi-

cial means, thus approaching the “social” or “cultural.” Rabinow’s “bioso-

ciality” predicts a new arrangement between the biological and the

social (Lemke 2015). This prediction is also present in Tim Ingold’s, Gísli

Pálsson’s, and Maurizio Meloni’s versions of “biosociality,” though these

scholars differ in the “how” and “why” such a rearrangement will happen.
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